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I entered a magnificent banquet hall, brightly lit by
dozens of flickering lamps, its plastered walls colored with amazing images of
the king and dozens of gods, its air fragrant with the scent of flowers and
incense and perfume. Where else could the hall be but inside the king’s per’aa,
his royal residence? Comely young serving girls in white skirts circulated among
a host of men and women, bearing platters laden with mouth–watering foodstuffs
and jars brimming with wine. The women were gorgeous, their dresses marvelous –
blindingly white, sheer, clinging – their brows and throats and waists and
wrists bedecked with jewelry of gold and turquoise and carnelian and crystal.
Who could they be but the wives and daughters of the king and his favored
courtiers? Just ahead of me a tall woman with long honey–colored hair paused in
the doorway. She’d been noticed. By absolutely everyone. All conversation in
the hall instantly ceased. Then came gasps. Women were staring at her, shocked,
awed, whispering urgently to each other. Her dress was unlike any other woman’s
in the hall – a fisherman’s net, except instead of rope the strands were made
of thousands of glittering beads of  faience and turquoise and carnelian and gold.
I’d never seen any dress so exotic, so original, so daring.


 


I awakened with a start. An hour before dawn and the
heat was already stifling inside the small house Papa and I shared in the village
King Khufu had erected for his pyramid workers on the floodplain at the base of
the Giza plateau. I lay still for a moment, basking in the afterglow of the all–too
familiar dream, replaying it in my mind. I still remembered the first night I’d
had it, in the workers’ village at Dahshur, a year before Khufu succeeded his
father Sneferu and Papa and I moved along with thousands of other skilled
workers to Giza. The dream had visited me regularly thereafter and had never once
varied in the slightest. I reached beside my bed and touched a leather pouch on
the floor, crammed with images of the magnificent dresses I’d sketched on
ostraca from memory, their linen sheer or opaque or finely pleated, softly
hugging curves and indentations. I’d told Papa about my dream once. I’d never
seen him so excited. According to him the falcon god – my family’s god from
ancient times – had been sending similar dreams to my ancestors for thousands
of years, dreams to guide their lives, and every one had come true. He’d told
me my dream meant that someday I’d be one of the king’s courtiers and attend
banquets in his per’aa. Papa’s claim was far–fetched, though he believed it
with his whole heart. I was only a lowly seamstress, laboring like everyone
else in the valley in service to King Khufu, helping create his mighty pyramid.
But I fervently wished my dream would come true. I longed to escape the
drudgery and anonymity of the pyramid village and improve my life. What better
place to do that than in King Khufu’s household?


I rose from my bed, a thick pad of linen filled with
straw covering a low mud–brick bench abutting a wall. Papa stirred momentarily
on the other side of the small room that served as both our living and sleeping
quarters, then fell back asleep, breathing deeply. My two older cousins, Ak and
Userbat, were lying on woven reed mats on the floor beside him, indistinct shapes
in the dark, snoring. They’d arrived yesterday from Aunt Inhopy’s and Uncle
Pedubast’s farm several days travel upriver near King Sneferu’s pyramid at
Meidum, anticipating the beginning of the annual inundation that would soon flood
the entire valley from plateau to plateau, making farming impossible. For three
months they, and tens of thousands of other farmers, would work on King Khufu’s
pyramid here at Giza, labor they owed the king to whom everything in the valley
belonged. As usual, they’d arrived a few days earlier than the rest of the
temporary workers so Papa, an assistant to an overseer in charge of receiving
and unloading stone at the king’s harbor, could arrange jobs for them that didn’t
involve dragging large blocks across the dusty desert plateau, the fate of
every other farmer from their locale. As in years past, he’d assigned them to
the work gang named “Khufu’s Docking Places are Magnificent.”


Papa did it as a favor to his only sister; my cousins
were both lazy and the overseer of their zau, or work group, had to monitor
them all day long so they wouldn’t disappear. I dreaded the next three months. I’d
spend every evening fending off their advances, for they stayed in my house instead
of with the rest of the farmers in dormitories in one of the other workers’
villages or temporary camps that flanked the canal joining Giza’s harbor to the
river. My cousins were both obsessed with me and had been ever since I’d become
a woman five years ago. Userbat’s advances were understandable; he was twenty, three
years older than me, anxious to marry. But Ak was twenty–four, with a wife and
two daughters and a son. I was too embarrassed to tell Papa how much I hated
being around them, and why. He seemed oblivious to their fixations.


I pushed my cat off the linen skirt at the foot of my
bed. I slipped into it, quietly tiptoed barefoot across the smooth dirt floor,
rolled up the reed mat covering the doorway and tied it to the lintel. I
stepped outside into our small courtyard edged by high walls of mud–brick. A
band of stars shone like a river in the black sky and by its light I made my
way to an open–air hearth in a corner of the yard.


I placed straw and other tinder atop a few barely–glowing
coals in the ashes of the cook fire and fanned the fuel to flame, then added
larger acacia sticks. Soon light and shadow danced on the courtyard walls. I
carefully set two conical earthenware bread molds, one inside the other, in the
fire, then went back into the house. Pots filled with barley and emmer and
beans and onions were clustered together on the floor in a corner atop a thick
bed of ash I’d laid down to deter insects. I rummaged among them, then returned
to the hearth laden with leftover soured pastry to use as starter, plus small containers
of emmer and water and milk. Meals were prepared for the king’s workers during
the day at massive cooking areas a little south and east of my village, but I always
made the bread for Papa’s breakfast. I loosely braided my long dark hair to
keep it out of the way, then knelt before a broad flat stone and, using a
quern, laboriously ground the emmer into flour. Finished, I wiped sweat from my
brow with my forearm, then mixed the starter and flour and water and a bit of
milk and a few flavorful spices in a large earthenware container – I knew how
to make thirty–five separate kinds of bread and today’s combination was Papa’s
favorite. By the time the dough was ready the molds were sufficiently hot. I removed
the inner mold and set its pointed end in a hole in the ground next to the
hearth. Then I poured the dough into the mold. After that I set the second mold
upside down atop the first and shoveled coals around them. That done, I prepared
a gruel of grain and milk and flavoring in another earthenware pot, then placed
it on the remaining coals in the hearth to cook.


I climbed a steep narrow flight of mud–brick steps to our
star–lit roof, which was lined on all four sides by a knee–high wall. Vine–laden
trellises greened the portion of the wall overlooking the courtyard, some
bearing flowers, others fruit. I moved to the corner of the roof, in the angle
formed by the north and west outer walls of the workers’ village, for my house
was at the extreme edge of its half–mile long rectangle. I faced east, where a
few scattered cookfires in several similar permanent workers’ villages and temporary
camps much closer to the river were all that relieved the impenetrable
darkness. 


I scanned the sky and spotted brilliant Sopdet making
its brief expected appearance in this last hour before sunrise, outshining
every other star. I rested my forearms on the wall and leaned over, wondering if
it had been this hot seventeen summers ago in King Sneferu’s workers’ village
at Dahshur when Mother died bringing me into the world. Today marked that
anniversary, the beginning of Akhet, the flood season that annually renewed the
narrow plains on both sides of the river the entire length of the valley and brought
bounty to our land. That Mother had died and I’d been born at the very moment
of the land’s rebirth had always seemed to me both magical and awful, as if
both of us had a special connection to the great cycle that ordered the
universe.


The sheer dark rocky face of the escarpment that
marked the eastern end of the Giza plateau, looming nearly ninety feet above
the floodplain a few paces west of where I was standing, cut off my view in
that direction. I knew that half a mile or so west of the escarpment’s edge a
great pyramid, Akhet Khufu, “The Horizon of Khufu,” had been rising for the
past ten years. The king had laid its cornerstone two years after he succeeded
his father Sneferu. During the two years between coronation and cornerstone the
king’s engineers had erected the workers’ villages and an administrative
village they’d named Akhet Khufu after the pyramid, excavated a harbor in the
floodplain and connected it to the river with a narrow canal, opened quarries,
and precisely leveled the plateau’s hard stone where the pyramid would stand,
just a couple of hundred feet from where the plateau’s northern edge abruptly
dropped to the plain below. A ramp made of tafla clay and heavy lengths of wood
laid perpendicularly across it at regular intervals angled up the pyramid’s south
side now. Halfway up that face, the ramp swept to the pyramid’s west side and
climbed even higher. Several thousand workers labored on that ramp each day,
moving and setting in place three hundred forty very large blocks of stone. The
pyramid was already two–thirds complete, towering almost three hundred feet above
the plateau; finishing the final third was expected to take ten more years, for
while significantly fewer blocks would be needed the structure would be less
accessible, unable to accommodate as many workers as it had when the base was wide
and low. The pyramid would ultimately be topped with a golden capstone to
reflect sunlight for miles up and down the valley between dawn and sunset. The sides
of the pyramid, clad with fine–grained white limestone quarried ten miles
upriver at Tura, would gleam. I always looked upon that cladding stone with pride
– Papa was responsible for unloading the king’s large cargo boats that transported
it to Giza’s harbor, as well as the granite and other types of stone from quarries
in the western desert and in the valley as far south as the cataract that was
being used to construct the pyramid’s internal chambers and passageways. 


Akhet Khufu would be a miraculous structure when
complete, the largest building on earth, half again the size of King Sneferu’s Red
Pyramid at Dahshur. Until I was five years old that pyramid and its companion, the
strange Bent Pyramid, had dominated the desert near my house in the workers’
village of my birth; Papa had worked on both. For years Papa had been telling
me about Akhet Khufu when we gathered beside our fire in the courtyard or on
the roof at night after dinner – the mysterious chamber carved deep into the
limestone bedrock that pointed to the never–setting stars; the steep
passageways inside the pyramid that climbed to a serdab chamber and burial
chamber high up in the structure, their inner walls, ceilings and floors composed
of smooth pink granite from near the cataract; the soaring grand gallery of
polished limestone with a corbelled roof; the stacked chambers that distributed
the pyramid’s internal weight; the decorated pink granite sarcophagus already
in place awaiting the body of the king; the mysterious shafts with openings on
the face of the pyramid that served purposes known only to priests. The king’s architects
had drawn upon everything engineers had learned in the decades they’d experimented
while constructing King Sneferu’s three pyramids, making Khufu’s perfect in
every way. The effort at Giza was operating at peak efficiency, Papa said, drawing
on resources from every section of the valley, utilizing the talents of a
second and third generation of workers who’d labored on Sneferu’s pyramids and
those of his predecessors, and overseers with both ability and experience.


No matter how often I looked at the pyramid it never
failed to awe and inspire me. Ever since the building of King Netjeryket’s Step
Pyramid at Saqqara a century earlier, according to Papa, preparing for the
royal burial had been the focus of the entire land. The nonstop activity on the
  Giza plateau was proof. The pyramid would lift King Khufu to the never–setting
stars upon his death – or perhaps the sun. Belief in Re, the midday aspect of
the sun god, had evolved from a local into a national phenomenon some two
centuries ago, when King Raneb, second of a new line of rulers who’d taken the
throne after Horus Narmer’s line died out, included the god’s name in his own.
Worship of Re had expanded significantly during King Netjeryket’s reign and the
following decades, though it hadn’t come close yet to overtaking belief in the
older gods. According to Papa, the high priest of Re, Iryiry, had recently announced
that King Khufu was the reincarnation of Re. Apparently that hadn’t pleased the
Ptah priesthood, the land’s largest and wealthiest. King Khufu himself considered
Khnum to be his protector–god, along with the god of the Giza plateau, and the
goddess Hathor.


Someday, after King Khufu died, this entire Giza
plateau would be devoted to his cult, for the pyramid was just one component of
his funerary complex. A limestone wall would surround the pyramid. A mortuary
temple edging the eastern side of that wall would be connected to a valley
temple abutting the harbor by a quarter–mile long roofed stone causeway – the Ceremonial
  Way. The harbor, currently being used for delivery of foodstuffs and materials
and supplies, would remain when construction ended, filled to the brim by the
river during the annual inundation, its level much lower the rest of the year.
When the king died his body would be taken from his per’aa – either here at Giza
or at Ineb–hedj, “White Walls,” if he moved his court back to the traditional
capital a few miles to the south after his pyramid was completed – down the
river to the valley temple on a royal barque. After the sacred ceremonies there
his body would be carried up the Ceremonial Way to his mortuary temple for the Opening
of the Mouth ceremony. King Khufu’s body would then be moved into the pyramid
and laid in his sarcophagus inside the burial chamber, which would be sealed by
heavy stone blocks. The barque would be disassembled and buried in a pit beside
the pyramid for the king’s use in the next life, along with several others. Those
of us who remained behind on the plateau to service his cult would make up a
community of kas, or souls.


The eastern horizon was beginning to lighten. Though I
couldn’t see them because of the escarpment, I assumed fires were twinkling to
life near the exit of the quarry at the southern end of the construction ramp.
That quarry, curving in a long arc and so far excavated more than one hundred
feet deep into bedrock, was the source of the stone that made up the interior
of the pyramid. The fires daily heated vast amounts of gypsum, the mortar that
workers poured into the spaces between the irregularly–sized blocks and debris
that made up the pyramid’s core. 


I turned my attention to the east. From my vantage
point I had an unobstructed view of the entire floodplain. The flat rooftops of
my village were dotted with plants and trellises and a few solitary goats. Just
beyond its eastern wall, abutting Ro–She Khufu – Giza’s waterway complex of
harbor and canal – sprawled Akhet Khufu, the king’s administrative village. The
north end of Akhet Khufu edged the southwest corner of a large roughly–rectangular
harbor that extended more than one thousand feet from north to south. The king’s
valley temple was being constructed at its northwest corner. Someday the Ceremonial
  Way would link that temple to the pyramid itself. Looking north from my roof,
I had a clear view of the partially–completed foundation that would raise the
causeway from river–level to the top of the escarpment.


The harbor was currently crammed with boats either anchored
in its center or moored alongside numerous quays; at daylight those empty vessels
would exit the harbor, bound for estates and quarries and supply depots the
length of the valley to fetch materials and foodstuffs. More, fully laden, would
enter and take their places, delivering the supplies that supported all of us
who labored for the king. A canal cut by the king’s engineers connected the
harbor to the great wide river, Iteru, that flowed from the Wadjet Wer – the
sea – in the north to the cataract in the south, and beyond the cataract to
lands unknown.


Walled workers’ villages, consisting of both small
houses and large dormitories of mud–brick, lay on both banks of the canal,
making Giza, during the months of inundation when as many as forty thousand
people labored here, the largest settlement in the entire world. Opposite the
end of the canal, on the far side of the river, were stubble–covered fields
dotted with small groves of palm and acacia trees, delimited by the face of the
plateau that marked the beginning of endless desert.


At the southern end of my village a narrow limestone outcrop
jutted from the flats, marking the north side of a wadi that sliced upwards
onto the plateau between the two great rock formations that met here at Giza,
the Maadi and Mokkatam. Perhaps a tenth of mile south of the outcrop soared a
long sweeping knoll; its crest afforded a marvelous view of the entire river
valley and plateau. Its face had been partially quarried for smaller limestone
blocks to construct fieldstone walls and ramps and embankments throughout the
area. Nearly every day overseers occupied the knoll, observing and directing
the activity at Giza. Sometimes the king himself sat atop that knoll, shaded
from the hot sun by a linen pavilion.


I undid my braid. A hot hint of breeze began to stir,
caressing my bare back, moving my hair lightly about my shoulders. Before long,
shortly after daybreak, clouds of dust would sweep out of the desert and swirl
without hindrance across the vast sand and limestone Giza plateau. Water
carriers would trudge from the river to various work sites and back in endless
day–long processions, their leather bags brimming with liquid to slake the
thirsts of thousands of men.


Columns of smoke were rising now from other small courtyards
in my village; I wasn’t the only woman up and about. My eyes roved over its bulk.
The village was traversed by two wide streets – one north–south, the other east–west
– dividing it into quarters filled with the small houses of permanent workers
and dormitories for temporary. The houses were arranged in regular blocks defined
by a grid of small lanes and were all uniform in appearance – each small and
square, with a tiny mud–brick walled courtyard pierced by a painted wooden gate
opening onto a lane. During the inundation Giza’s villages and camps overflowed
with workers, though fewer resided here the rest of the year – the core group of
highly skilled laborers, those who supported them, and those who delivered the linen,
clothing, furniture, cooking utensils, lamps and food and drink and fuel provided
by the king, as well as several thousand temporary workers who regularly
rotated in and out for a few months at a time.


Smoke was rising from Akhet Khufu too. The king’s per’aa
was its centerpiece, close by the households of his courtiers and
administrators, and workshops where craftsmen skillful enough to decorate the interiors
of the temples and create fine jewelry and furniture and other objects for the king’s
household worked and lived, and the buildings where scribes recorded deliveries
and distributions and work accomplished, as well as the warehouses and granaries
and bakeries and potteries and food preparation areas that supported the king’s
workforce. Slaughterhouses lay far to the south, beyond the knoll, to keep
their offensive odors at a distance. I’d become a support worker for King
Sneferu when I was four years old, initially in the workers’ village at Dahshur.
Now, at Giza, because I was more skillful than the village’s other seamstresses,
I made and mended clothing for overseers who resided in Akhet Khufu and their
families, laboring daily in the House of Weaving. Other women produced the rougher
clothing of my neighbors.


The king’s per’aa was a magnificent structure of mud–brick,
sprawling, its outer walls niched in the ancient style, divided into many rooms
and dotted with pools and gardens, or so I’d heard – I’d never set foot in it,
of course. It faced the harbor and a special quay used only for magnificent royal
vessels. King Khufu had abandoned his father’s per’aa at Dahshur when he sited
his pyramid at Giza, just as King Sneferu had abandoned his father Huni’s and built
two of his own, one at Meidum, another at Dahshur, so he could oversee construction
of his pyramids. In the centuries before Sneferu the kings’ per’aa had been
located a few miles south of Giza on the west bank of the river in the shadow
of the Saqqara plateau, within the tall white walls of Ineb–hedj, the ancient
capital founded by the very first king, Horus Narmer. But did it matter,
really, where along the river the capital was located? The entire valley was
the king’s residence. His capital moved with him.


As the sky lightened Sopdet faded from the sky. Its
appearance today meant that far to the south, at the cataract, a god was
beginning to pour water into the river from his subterranean cave, releasing
the inundation. It would take close to a month for the rising water to crest in
the nearby delta because of the valley’s length. When it receded it would leave
behind a layer of rich black soil atop farmers’ fields. Once the fields dried sufficiently,
two months of sowing and planting would follow and then, after the crops ripened,
four months of harvest, followed by another season of sowing and planting the
same fields, irrigating them with river water stored in vast basins and delivered
to the growing crops by a spider’s web of ditches and canals. Some said it was Isis
whose tears caused the river to flood; others that it was Hapi, himself the river
and its god. Others believed Krophi and Mophi sat under rocks near the cataract
and made the water flow from the subterranean lakes of Nun, the primeval waters
of creation. I whispered a prayer to each of the gods that the river would rise
high enough this year to renew the valley – Hail, Iteru,
you who come out of the earth and return there, to give our land life.


Within days farmers like my cousins would begin
pouring into Giza to swell the pyramid’s workforce. Soon, too, the river would
be crowded from sunup to sundown with an endless procession of very large cargo
boats ferrying heavy blocks of red granite from the far reaches of the upper
valley to decorate the king’s temples and the interior of his pyramid, as well as
brilliant white cladding stone from nearby Tura to cover its outside. Those
boats would traverse the canal between the river and the harbor at the eastern
edge of the Giza plateau; only during the inundation was the water deep enough
for this type of boat to use canal and harbor. Papa would direct the unloading
of every vessel, urgently, so the boats could set out on their return to Tura or
the South to acquire additional stone as quickly as possible; every hour was
precious during the inundation. Once Papa’s men stacked the blocks on shore, teams
of ten to twenty workers controlled by Vizier Khufukhaf’s overseers – he was
one of the king’s many sons – would pull them up the wadi onto the plateau and drag
them a quarter mile or so overland to the pyramid and up its ramp. Every evening,
after I completed my sewing in the House of Weaving, I’d join Papa in the king’s
  Administrative Building beside the harbor to help him reconcile the papyri
that tracked the number of blocks loaded onto cargo boats at Tura and
subsequently unloaded by his crews at Giza. Papa had taught me to read and
write at an early age; I was as competent as any scribe, though we did our work
at night when none of them were around to see. Women who could read and write
threatened their dignity, or so Papa said.


Smoke drifted towards me from the next house over
where Khenut was baking her morning bread. Khenut had watched over me from
infancy and was, in effect, my mother. Khenut’s son, Senu, four years older,
was my milk–brother; we’d grown up together at Dahshur. But he’d been apprenticed
to a master craftsman in Akhet Khufu when the royal workshops were relocated to
  Giza twelve years ago and I rarely got to see him anymore. Senu was pursuing a
lofty ambition – to someday carve and paint images on the walls of the tombs
and temples of members of the king’s household. He was much closer to realizing
his dream than I was mine; he, at least, had escaped the workers’ village. Ever
since his departure Khenut had relied on me to ease her loneliness, since Senu
had been the only one of her seven children to survive infancy.


I moved to the southwest corner of the roof and knelt
before the small shrine Senu had made to honor my mother, Tetisheri. He’d
thinly coated a portion of the wall with plaster and upon it had painted the
winged goddess Nephthys. It was Nepthys who protected and mourned and revived
the dead. Her feast day was one of the five Epagomenal Days that ended the year
and celebrated her birth and those of her siblings. The first of those days
would occur tomorrow.


I knelt. Everyone who had ever lived in the valley was
still present in it. So my ancestors had believed and I believed. Though Mother’s
body had died, her ba – even though unseen – was still beside me, as much a
part of the living world as kings and farmers and gods and anyone who had ever
dwelt beside the river. I laid an offering of barley before the painting,
whispered a prayer to the goddess to watch over Mother. A column of hieroglyphs
decorated the wall to the right of Nephthys’ image – medu netjer –
divine, magical words, brought to life when read aloud. Papa had taught me that
hieroglyphs on limestone stelae outside the tombs of the wealthy recorded the
events and deeds of their lives and were recited daily by the priests of the
deceased’s funerary cult, for by the speaking of the name the person continued
to live. But there was no priest or cult for someone as unimportant as Mother.
As I did every morning, I lightly ran my fingers over the hieroglyphs and
softly whispered “Tetisheri.”


I rose to my feet. My cat rubbed against my leg and I idly
reached down and scratched his head and he began to purr. Just then the sun
broke the horizon. I whispered a prayer of thanksgiving. Twelve hours ago, at
sunset, Nut, the sky goddess, mother of the sun god, had swallowed him and now,
after he’d spent the hours of darkness passing through her body, she’d given
birth to him again. The return of the sun was proof King Khufu had fulfilled
his role as intermediary between the gods and mankind. He was the only person
on earth who resided in both the royal and gods’ households. Had he failed all life
would have ended.


Golden sunlight spilled across the floodplain,
striking immense multi–ton stone blocks piled in a staging area at the entrance
of the wadi, ready to be pulled one by one to and then up the ramp that partly
circled the pyramid. I knew some blocks still rested partway up the ramp where
they’d been left at nightfall yesterday; more lay at regular intervals along
the well–worn tafla track between quarry and pyramid. Men would soon be straining
with oiled ropes to haul them ever closer to the sky. I turned to the east,
shaded my eyes from the sun with my hand. At the edge of Akhet Khufu, close by the
river, pillars of smoke were rising from a cluster of large ovens where bread
was being baked for the workers’ midday meals. Near the ovens were long low
benches upon which tons of fish would soon be prepared; fishing boats were
drawn up all along the riverbank and fishermen were currently carrying reed baskets
full of their silvery catch towards the benches. They’d already gutted the fish
beside the landing place, disposing of the innards in the water. The bread and
fish, along with thick beer, comprised the daily diet of we workers, monotonous
yet filling.


The first shrill cries of waking children broke the
morning calm. The village was coming to life. I heard Papa loudly rousing Ak
and Userbat inside the house and I hurried down the steps into the courtyard. I
knelt beside the hearth, removed the top mold, tested the bread with a thin reed,
ensured it was done, then removed it from its mold. I placed the bread in a
reed basket, picked up the pot of gruel with a folded piece of leather to shield
my fingers from the heat, then carried both inside the house.


Papa greeted me with a smile. He was dressed in a
knee–length kilt. A falcon–shaped talisman dangled around his neck, the symbol
of our family’s god, an ancient heirloom passed from parent to oldest child for
generations. Everyone in the valley called the god Horus now; he was one of the
few gods known the entire length of the river. For more than a thousand years Horus
had protected the valley’s rulers and then its kings. Papa was as always moving
stiffly, his broad muscular back scarcely able to bend after decades of working
with heavy stone, his knees enlarged and aching. He gingerly lowered himself cross–legged
to the floor beside a reed mat in the center of the room. Ak and Userbat took
places next to him. Ak was heavy, sun–browned from hours spent working Uncle’s
fields, his body thick through the waist, arms and short legs muscular, eyes
sharp beneath thick brows perpetually tilted in anger, his head shaved. Userbat
was nearly a carbon copy, though not so angry looking. Both leered at me.


I set the bread and gruel on the mat, kissed the top
of Papa’s shaved head, perfunctorily nodded at my cousins, then went to the
storage area and returned with jars of beer. Papa raised his to his lips and
drank deeply, his muscled forearms laced with irregular white scars. For the
past seven years he’d been the chief assistant of Iufaa, overseer of the group
of quays in the king’s harbor where stone was received from the Tura quarry.
Iufaa owed his position to his cousin, Vizier Khufukhaf, who was responsible
for moving every block of stone received at the harbor to the base of the
pyramid. As Iufaa’s assistant, Papa directed the porters who unloaded cargo boats
and was responsible for scheduling the arrival and departure of those vessels with
their captains to ensure there were no bottlenecks or slowdowns in delivery. Directing
porters was a relatively new occupation for Papa; he’d worked as a stonemason
the majority of his life. Limestone was easy to cut, but when it shattered its
razor–sharp edges sliced deeply, even into tough skin, hence the scars. I noted
the slight bend where Papa’s left arm, broken when a block of stone he was
helping set in place on Khufu’s pyramid slipped and fell on him, had been less–than–perfectly
reset by a healer who looked after the king’s workers. That accident had
unleashed a chain of events resulting in Papa becoming Iufaa’s assistant. Papa
thanked the falcon god for that accident to this day.


I pulled onions and figs and part of a red bulti fish
caught yesterday in the river from storage jars and placed them in small bowls.
I carried them to the mat and set them beside the bread and gruel and seated myself
next to Papa.


“What food’s left?” Papa asked as the four of us ate.


“Barley, emmer, beans, garlic, onions, lettuce, salt,”
I replied. “The village overseer’s deliverymen brought a basket of pomegranates
and grapes and dates and figs yesterday, plus fuel for the bread oven, and
skins of water, and some sweet cakes and honey. And salted seabream.”


“Special treats to celebrate the new year!” Papa exclaimed.
“The fish came in from the Wadjet Wer a few days ago. Overseer Khayu’s men
unloaded the boat on one of the supply quays.”


“And beef, Papa. Herdsmen drove cattle overland from
the king’s delta estate last week. Butchers processed the beasts right away, in
the slaughterhouse. We received a very nice cut.” Papa asked for an inventory
every morning and I’d long ago learned to be prepared.


“I hope there’s enough for us,” Ak interjected.


“We have large appetites,” Userbat seconded. “Father
skimps on food.”


“We’ll be staying at an estate in the delta during the
Epagomenal Days, not here in the village,” Papa announced. “All of us.”


“Why?” I asked. We’d never celebrated a holiday
anywhere else.


“I’m going to help Kay create schedules for transporting
cladding stone from Tura to Giza on his cargo boats during the upcoming
inundation, and for shipments from quarries as far south as the cataract.”


“Who’s Kay?” Ak asked, popping a date into his mouth.


I was appalled. Was my cousin really so obtuse? Kay
was one of the king’s most important officials and he daily patrolled the very
quays where Ak and Userbat unloaded stone from the boats of his vast fleet.
They must have seen him hundreds of times. I had. I spent part of every afternoon
with Papa, so I knew Kay and all the king’s officials who frequented the harbor,
even Iufaa and Vizier Khufukhaf, and they knew me. I was acquainted with most
of the boat captains and many sailors too, including those who delivered exotic
goods and wine and cedar from far–off Retenu, or stone and animal pelts from
distant Abu, well enough that I’d picked up passable amounts of several languages.
For as long as I could remember Papa had been telling me ancient stories handed
down in my family about my ancestors’ travels in the valley and the eastern and
western deserts; though I considered the stories to be fables they’d awakened
in me a desire to learn about and see the rest of the world. And so in what
spare time I had I haunted the harbor and pestered the boats’ crewmen,
listening spellbound to tales of lands to north and south and east, of the Wadjet
Wer and Retenu, of Ta–Seti, the mysterious land south of the cataract. “Kay’s
in charge of transporting King Khufu’s goods everywhere in the valley by boat
and donkey,” I informed Ak haughtily.


Papa nodded. “Kay hauls foodstuffs from the king’s
estates in the delta and from farms the length of the valley here to Giza to
feed all of us who work on the pyramid, and blocks of fine stone from quarries
throughout the land, and even the copper ingots mined across the Eastern Sea in
the Sinai used to make tools. Without copper, construction of the pyramid would
come crashing to a halt. Ensuring copper reaches Giza on time and in sufficient
quantity is Kay’s most important duty.” Papa swallowed his last bite of bread. “Vizier
Hemiun and Iunu, Head of the Labor Divisions of the Valley and one of the Greatest
of Tens, visited the harbor yesterday.” He addressed Ak and Userbat. “Hemiun is
King Khufu’s cousin. He’s in charge of erecting the pyramid. He oversees all
construction on the plateau. Iunu manages the workforce.” Papa turned to me. “Kay
accompanied them, Maetkra. The four of us discussed how many blocks of cladding
stone Hemiun wants transported from Tura daily during this year’s inundation to
keep his workforce fully occupied.”


“What about Iufaa?” I interrupted. “Wasn’t he there? He’s
in charge of the quays, after all.”


“He’d disappeared, as usual,” Papa replied. “I made
some excuse for him – I can’t even remember what I said. No one missed him. Anyway,
Hemiun and Iunu congratulated me on my men’s past efforts – Vizier Hemiun’s
been exceptionally pleased at how quickly my crews unload Kay’s cargo boats. I
promised him we’d do even better this season.”


There was pride in Papa’s voice. Seven years ago, when
the river’s level fell at the end of inundation, many of the bright limestone cladding
blocks quarried that season at Tura were still piled beside Tura’s quays,
unable to be transported to Giza because its harbor had become too shallow to
accommodate large heavy cargo boats. Iufaa had caused the backup by mismanaging
the crews who unloaded Kay’s boats at Giza and the quays they delivered them
to. I’d happened to be hurrying home along the edge of the harbor from the
House of Weaving one afternoon after I’d finished work for the day to take care
of Papa, who was recovering from his broken arm, when I stumbled upon Hemiun
and Khufukhaf and Kay berating Iufaa. Because of Iufaa’s incompetence, Hemiun
had charged, the crews who set cladding stone in place had nothing to do. The setback
in construction was inexcusable and could not be repeated the following year. I’d
approached Iufaa the next day and convinced him that Papa knew a way to ensure
all stone would be delivered on time in the future. The idea was actually mine;
I’d developed it based on many long talks I’d had with Merer, one of Kay’s
captains, about the delivery process between Tura and Giza. Normally no
overseer would listen to anything a ten year–old girl had to say, or a humble
stonemason for that matter, but Iufaa had been desperate. He’d given Papa the
chance to prove his claim during the next inundation. Papa had, with my
coaching. Ever since, Papa had overseen the crews that unloaded stone from Kay’s
cargo boats at Giza, though the title of overseer didn’t accompany his
increased responsibility. Iufaa was a member of the king’s household; he wasn’t
about to admit to anyone that a common stonemason was doing his work for him.
At any rate, there’d been no backups or delayed deliveries the past six years.


It was amazing Iufaa had given a commoner like Papa
such an opportunity. But Papa was far from satisfied with his faux position; he
considered it a first step towards one even better. Papa had been obsessed with
improving his status his entire life. He had a single ambition – to gain a position
of prominence in King Khufu’s household. Papa firmly believed our family had
once been one of the most important in the entire valley and he was determined
to restore us to what he called our “rightful place.” He claimed the falcon–shaped
talisman he wore around his neck had been given to our most ancient ancestress,
a woman named Aya, by the falcon god himself, one hundred sixty–six generations
ago, and that our family had been responsible for bringing knowledge that the
god existed to the valley. Night after night, beside our fire, he told me story
after story, some handed down from Aya’s time thousands of years ago, of my
ancestors traveling the valley and its surroundings, doing great deeds, making
men into rulers, counseling kings. One, a woman, had even ruled the land as
regent for her son until he was old enough to take the throne in his own right.
Papa was convinced every one of his stories was absolutely true and made me
memorize them and repeat them to him, over and over, so I’d be able to tell them
accurately to my own children some day. The stories were fascinating, to be
sure, but I didn’t share Papa’s belief in their veracity. They were simply too
far–fetched. But I loved Papa, and it didn’t cost me anything to make him happy
by memorizing his stories, so, dutifully, I did.


Unfortunately for me, Papa had gotten it into his head
that the easiest way for him to gain entrée to the king’s household was to arrange
a marriage between me and one of its high ranking members. Papa was convinced
my dream about attending a banquet in the king’s per’aa was proof the falcon
god intended me to be a courtier’s wife. Unlike me, he didn’t think the idea
was preposterous; even though I was only a common seamstress I turned heads
wherever I went on the Giza plateau. Plenty of the king’s officials who worked
at the harbor and in Akhet Khufu had pressed their cases with Papa for my hand
already, but none had been important enough according to his reckoning to say
yes. If he’d been willing to settle I’d have been married five years ago on the
very day I’d become a woman. Papa’s greed had so far delayed the inevitable. For
that I was grateful. But he constantly drilled into me that it was my duty to
marry properly and thereby return our family to the heights it had once
occupied. For years I’d accepted my fate as unavoidable and inevitable.


But two years ago I’d met one of Kay’s men, Ahmes, and
I’d fallen in love – madly, hopelessly, completely. From then on, marrying well
so Papa could gain greater status hadn’t mattered to me in the least.


Ahmes was a minor overseer. He’d been born a commoner
like me and had earned his position through hard work. I’d met him in the Administrative
 Building at Akhet Khufu one evening as I was processing papyri for Papa. Ahmes
worked at Tura; he was responsible for loading onto Kay’s cargo boats the stone
blocks that Papa unloaded at Giza. He’d brought a week’s worth of scrolls
documenting Kay’s shipments to be compared to Papa’s receipts. Together we
reconciled the two sets. I’d been pleasantly surprised when he’d sat down
beside me to go over the scrolls and hadn’t admonished me for doing the work of
a scribe. On the contrary, he’d told me how impressed he was that I could read
and write. I’d encountered him almost daily the next three months, during that
inundation, and again the subsequent one. He worked far to the south in the
upper valley the rest of the year, and so I only saw him a couple of times during
those months when his work brought him to Giza for a day or two. Ahmes was six
years older than me and a head taller than anyone I’d ever met and handsome and
strong and smart and kind and almost before I knew it I’d fallen for him. As often
as we could, we’d steal away after sunset and walk hand in hand along the
harbor or canal or river, conversing for hours, trying to squeeze a year’s
worth of togetherness into a quarter of the time. We usually ended up in a
secluded grove of palms where the Giza canal emptied into the river. Ahmes
always took me in his arms there and we kissed, possessively and passionately. Afterwards
he held me close and told me enchanting tales that transported me to places far
from the workers’ village – he’d traveled to a mining settlement called Buhen
hundreds of miles south of the cataract, to somewhere deep in the western
desert to obtain a rare ochre for the king’s craftsmen, to the Land of Yam, to
the port of Kepen in Retenu seeking cedar, to the Terraces of Turquoise in the
Sinai. The past couple of years he’d taken on great responsibility under Kay;
the months he wasn’t at Tura he was delivering supplies to the copper miners in
the Sinai and transporting their copper back to Giza. That copper was the most
important commodity in the entire land, Ahmes said, confirming Papa’s assessment,
for without it the pyramid’s workers wouldn’t have any tools. According to
Ahmes, King Netjeryket, who’d erected the first pyramid in the valley, had used
seventy tons of copper in total. King Khufu required that much every year.


Papa’s ambition for himself and my love for Ahmes were
clearly incompatible. Unless Ahmes suddenly became part of the king’s household
– an impossibility – Papa would never give me to him in marriage. Knowing that,
I’d never told Papa how I felt about Ahmes. I didn’t want to risk him
forbidding the two of us from seeing each other, because I’d promised myself I was going to spend my life with Ahmes no matter
what. I’d decided if Papa ever actually arranged a marriage for me I’d run away
with Ahmes that very day – no matter how that affected Papa and his beloved
status. I couldn’t live without Ahmes. I wouldn’t live without Ahmes.


“Kay and I will be assigning loading crews and quays
at Tura to Kay’s boats, and my unloading crews and quays at Giza to those same
boats,” Papa announced. “Once we finish our schedule every captain in the
valley will know when and where he’s expected to be every day of the season, as
will my men. We’re going to set loading times at Tura, travel times to Giza,
unloading times at Giza, return times to Tura. We’ll fit shipments from other
parts of the valley into that schedule.”


“Just you and Kay?” I asked.


“And Iufaa.”


My heart fell. Even though Iufaa was almost thirty
years older than me he’d been strongly pressing Papa to make me his wife ever since
the unexpected death of his first wife two months ago. He’d been eyeing me for
years before that, despite his marriage. Though Iufaa was of high rank, and
Papa’s superior, Papa had turned him down every time he asked. Everyone in the king’s
court held Iufaa in contempt. He was lazy; Papa feared that someday King Khufu would
get fed up with Iufaa and assign him to a post far from Giza, dragging me and
Papa down with him if he was my husband. I’d been giving Iufaa as wide a berth
as I could for years whenever I spotted him at the harbor. I hated the way his
eyes roved over my body, the salacious comments he made to me in passing. To be
trapped on an estate with him for five days… “Do I have to go?” I asked.


“You’ll serve as my scribe, Maetkra.”


“Won’t Kay object to a woman writing?” I asked,
desperate for a reason to remain at Giza.


“Kay’s relatively broad minded, and competence counts
for as much or more in his extended household as an accident of birth. But even
if he does I’ll still want you by my side. You know captains and crews and
vessels as well as I do.”


Better. You couldn’t put
a schedule together without my help. “The estate where we’ll be working
– does it belong to the king?”


“No. Kay. It’s been handed down in his family since
long before Horus Narmer unified the valley.”


My heart fell a second time. “I suppose Nebit will be
there too.”


“I’m counting on it.”


Counting on it? Why?
Nebit, Kay’s son and heir, was just as detestable as Iufaa. He’d had his eye on
me even before his wife died three months ago. Years ago he’d overseen the
loading of Kay’s boats at the Tura quarry during inundations, but Kay had
replaced him with Ahmes after he’d made one mistake too many. Nebit took no
pride in his work and it showed. Kay had put him in charge of his delta estate after
his demotion, under the watchful eye of an experienced scribe. I encountered Nebit
whenever he brought a boatload of foodstuffs from that estate to the harbor,
which was frequently. He never failed to come looking for me.


“Why do we have to go?” Userbat whined.


“Because I don’t trust either of you to stay out of
trouble if I leave you behind,” Papa said sharply. “I’m aware you two frequent certain…
women whenever I’m working late at the harbor.”


Neither Userbat nor Ak batted an eye, nor denied the
accusation.


“I’ll expect you both to be on your best behavior on Kay’s
estate. Otherwise you’ll be dragging blocks of stone across the plateau when we
return to Giza, not unloading boats.”


Both fumed, but had sense enough not to talk back. But
that was no guarantee they’d actually behave themselves.


“When are we leaving?” I asked.


“Late this afternoon. We’ll travel on Kay’s personal boat.
It’ll be tied up at the harbor. Go there as soon as you’re finished your day’s
sewing, Maetkra.”


A rectangle of sunlight spilled into the room through
the doorway.


“Time for you two to be off,” Papa told my cousins.


Ak and Userbat bid me reluctant goodbyes. I was
relieved to see them go. I was surprised Papa had sent them on ahead. He usually
accompanied them, to keep them out of trouble and to make sure they reported
for work.


“Bring all of your belongings with you to the estate,
Maetkra,” Papa ordered.


That was alarming. “Why?”


“You won’t be coming back to the workers’ village.”


“What? Why?”


“I’ve been waiting years for this opportunity, Maetkra!”
Papa replied gleefully. “Iufaa and Nebit both want to marry you. Desperately. While
the four of us are on the estate I’m going to pit them against each other and
drive up your bride price. You’ll be married to one of them five days from now.”


I was appalled at Papa’s matter–of–factness, his
casual and selfish arranging of my life. “So that’s it?” I snapped, incensed. “I’m
a cow for you to bargain with?”


“I’m just carrying out the will of the falcon god,”
Papa replied smugly. “You’re the one who keeps dreaming about being a courtier.
You’ll become one the instant you marry Iufaa. Or, if Nebit makes the best
offer, soon. He’s Kay’s heir. He’ll inherit wealth and position. Kay’s getting
up in years.”


I sank to the floor, overwhelmed. Visions of Ahmes
danced in my head, replaced by images of Iufaa and Nebit. I wanted to scream.
Instead, I tried to calmly talk sense into Papa. “You told me many times that
the falcon god only sends dreams to whoever bears the talisman. That’s you, not
me. My dream isn’t from the falcon god. It’s just wishful.”


“Or maybe the god sent it to you early, so we wouldn’t
miss this opportunity.”


We?


Papa shook his finger at me. “I expect you to be sweet
and amenable to both of them at the estate, Maetkra. Make them desire you. Don’t
do anything to lessen your value. Or you’ll pay for it. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” I muttered grimly.


“Good. I’ll see you at the harbor.” He departed.


The moment I heard the courtyard gate slam closed
behind him I grabbed the nearest beer jar and threw it against the wall. It
shattered and splattered everywhere. Normally after a meal I cleared empty
plates and bowls and jars from atop the reed mat and lugged them into the
courtyard and washed them with water from a massive earthenware jar regularly
replenished by one of the water carriers assigned to the village. Today I
smashed every object. Unlike every other morning, I didn’t fill a leather waterskin
and carry it to the roof and tend the vines growing there, nor did I fill an
earthenware container with date juice and crumble some raw bread dough into the
juice and seal the container with a clay stopper and set it aside to ferment. When
Papa and my cousins returned from Kay’s they’d have no fresh beer to drink and
a considerable mess to clean up. I wondered if he’d considered who was going to
make his beer and bread and prepare his meals and clean up after him from now
on. I supposed a servant of some kind would be one of his demands in return for
me.


I stormed to my sleeping bench, angrier than I’d ever
been in my life. I picked up a polished copper hand mirror, once Mother’s
prized possession, and critically studied my image – dark eyes, level eyebrows,
smooth sun–browned skin, pink lips. For years boys and men had been telling me
I was a great beauty. Sometimes, when their attentions were too persistent, I
wished I wasn’t so they’d leave me alone. This was one of those times. I propped
the mirror against the wall and picked up a bone comb decorated on its top with
three falcons and angrily jerked it through the jet–black hair tumbling halfway
down my back. Then I opened a container of kohl I’d ground and mixed with
grease a few days ago. Using the frayed end of a reed, I swiftly and heavily
lined my eyes in an almond shape with the paint to protect them from the fierce
glare of the sun. Finally, I took an amulet from a small wooden box, a cowry
shell on a copper chain, the only piece of jewelry I owned, and put it around my
neck. The shell would supposedly ensure my fertility, not that I cared. Unlike my
friends I wasn’t anxious to have babies. I didn’t chant the prayer to Hathor
that went along with the amulet either, like the rest of them always did.
Especially not today.


Cries rose from the street outside the courtyard.
Deliverymen were approaching my house. I hurried from the room, through the
courtyard, opened the red–painted wooden door leading to the lane. The lane was
crowded with workers hurrying towards the village gate and pairs of deliverymen
leading donkeys burdened with large reed baskets and leather pouches and wooden
containers filled with goods, the feet of men and hooves of beasts kicking up
dust and dung. The lane was still in shadow for the sun wasn’t yet high enough
to peer over the walls and houses, but hot, for no breeze penetrated the ground–level
of the village, not with the high escarpment looming over it on the west.


Two deliverymen stopped before my door, a father
assisted by his son.


“Gifts from the king,” announced Djat, the son, boldly
sweeping his eyes over me. He was a couple of years older, handsome, tall, with
a ready smile. He and his father always delivered to me, and I knew that was no
accident. Djat wore a kilt that had once been white but was now filthy with
dust. His arms and bare chest and legs were well–muscled from wrestling his
containers into courtyards day after day, and covered with a sheen of sweat.


I regarded him evenly. I’d been the most sought–after
girl in the village even before I’d become a woman. For the past five years my
suitors had been omnipresent and bothersome. Not just here, but in Akhet Khufu
and at the harbor as well. Djat was the most persistent. His father regularly
importuned Papa to marry me to his son. Papa turned him down every time. Papa
wasn’t about to miss using someone with my “pedigree,” as he called it, to
advance his station in life. None of my friends had papas as ambitious as mine.
They were all trapped in the pyramid workers’ village for life. Neskhons, my
best friend, had given birth to her third child yesterday, a baby girl. I’d
served as midwife; healing was one of my talents – a gift, Papa claimed, from
the falcon god. Neskhons was the fifth of my acquaintances to have so many
babes, every one of them married off by her father to a boy she didn’t know as
soon as she’d become a woman, every one of them pregnant right away. The same
had been true for my milk mother, Khenut, and my mother, both married to
strangers. A third of my friends had died in childbirth, as my mother had. Their
deaths haunted me.


“Wine and fowl, provided by the king for the new year
festival,” Djat said grandly.


I gratefully blessed King Khufu for his benevolence. I
hadn’t expected to receive so much. Papa would be pleased. And then I
remembered I wouldn’t be around to partake in any of it.


“I’m going to ask your father to let you marry me,”
Djat proclaimed, setting down what he’d brought in my courtyard.


“Again?” I asked wearily. “Too late now.” I
practically pushed Djat through the gate and closed it firmly behind him, over
his protests. Vindictively, I poured the wine onto the ground and tossed the
fowl over the wall into a neighbor’s courtyard. I returned to the house and filled
a leather pouch with my mirror and comb and cosmetics and skirts and ostraca,
the sum total of my belongings. I took one last look at the house where I’d
spent a decade of my life, gazed with satisfaction at the hundreds of pottery
shards scattered on the floor in a puddle of beer, stroked the cat curled up on
my bed, then went outside for the last time. I crossed the courtyard, dodging
the puddle of wine, and exited the gate into the lane.


Khenut was waiting for me in the shade cast by the
wall. Together we set out for Akhet Khufu, to the House of Weaving where we
both worked. The single gate leading from the workers’ village was at its southern
end and our houses were at its northernmost. We traversed several narrow
crowded lanes, finally intersecting the broad street that bisected the village
and led to its gate. The lanes and street were dusty, hot, noisy, packed with
men and women hurrying to work – quarrymen, stonemasons, sappers, carriers,
bricklayers, plasterers, engineers, spinners, dyers, bakers, brewers, butchers,
washermen, woodcutters, water carriers, fishermen, gardeners, cooks, bakers,
brewers, cleaners, basketmakers, weavers, leatherworkers, potters. Some already
had tools in hand; most, like Khenut and I, would receive theirs from overseers
at their worksites. Some would spend the day making objects to decorate the future
valley and mortuary temples or the king’s per’aa, others provide support to
keep construction running smoothly. Children darted everywhere, ignoring the
shouts of their mothers, the youngest naked, the older boys in kilts, the older
girls in skirts. The heads of the youngest were shaved, with a sidelock
dangling to one side. We dodged donkeys laden with sticks of wood and cakes of
dried dung to be used as fuel, and others bearing leather pouches dripping
water. A few girls were driving goats down the street; they’d spend the day
grazing them beside the river. Several boys hurried along pigs, destined to
nose in the waste dumps outside the village. Cats slunk in the shadows cast by
houses or watched us from atop roofs. Normally I’d wave and call to friends as Khenut
and I passed. After living so long in this village I knew many of the workers
who lived here permanently, and practically everyone on the lanes nearest my
house. Almost every man turned to watch as I strolled past. I was,
unfortunately, used to that. But today, deep in thought, I didn’t call to anyone.


Khenut grabbed me by an elbow and pulled me into the
shadow of one of the gatehouses that sheltered scribes who controlled movement
in the village. “What’s wrong, Maetkra? You haven’t said a word since we left
our lane.”


“I have to go with Papa to an estate in the delta this
afternoon, along with two of the king’s courtiers,” I replied bitterly. “Papa’s
going to auction me off to whichever one offers him the most for me. I’m never
coming home to this village again.”


“Oh, Maetkra!” Khenut took me in her arms. “So Pakhar’s
really going to try to marry you to a member of the king’s household like he’s
threatened all these years. Who?”


“Iufaa and Nebit.”


“They’re both worthless! Is Pakhar crazy? Their wives
are barely in their graves!”


“I know. But being married hasn’t stopped either of them
from lusting after me the last five years.”


“I’m so sorry, Maetkra.” Khenut squeezed me tight. “You
deserve better than either of them.”


“If I’m lucky they’ll simply laugh at Papa,” I said
glumly. “After all, Khenut, I’m not special. Men consider me beautiful – I don’t
deny it – but beautiful women are as thick as flies in the king’s household.
Remember the time we saw King Khufu’s barque rowed from the harbor with his
concubines on board?”


“They were beautiful,” Khenut admitted. “But you’re
gorgeous, Maetkra.”


“Maybe. But why would any courtier want me for a wife?
I’m a commoner. I’d lessen their status at court.”


“Iufaa and Nebit both married well the first time. But
the second time, youth and beauty count for more than status with men like them.
They seek prizes to parade in front of their friends.”


“Papa’s counting on me to hook a courtier using the
same bait hundreds of other women are using, Khenut. I don’t think even Iufaa
and Nebit want me enough to bite, not with what Papa will demand in return. I’m
afraid if they don’t offer Papa what he wants he’ll finally understand his
quest to use me to advance himself is over. So he’ll marry me to an
equally–lowly pyramid worker so I can start having children to take care of him
in his old age. I’ll spend the rest of my life in this village. When Akhet
Khufu is completed and King Khufu’s spirit leaves his body and this plateau is
swarming with the priests of his funerary cult and their support staff I’ll be
assigned to clothe them. Or else, since King Khufu’s son Kawab will construct
his own pyramid once he becomes king, I’ll move to his pyramid workers’ village.
And his son’s after him. Clothing the workers of kings until I die will be my
fate, I fear, and my daughters’ after me.”


“And mine,” Khenut commiserated.


We continued on. The last structure in the village,
the building closest to the gate, was a barracks where sailors who made
deliveries to the harbor slept at night. I’d visited it many times in Papa’s
company when he consulted with the captains of various vessels.


I passed through the gate along with Khenut, greeting
the scribe who tallied my departure on a strip of papyrus. All comings and
goings on the plateau, both of workers and supplies, were tracked by a
contingent of scribes stationed at village gates and storehouse entrances and
boat landings and other control points. This particular scribe was another of
my failed suitors; thanks to his occupation, his prospects were much better
than Djat’s or most men in the workers’ village, though nowhere near good
enough for Papa’s purpose.


Akhet Khufu sprawled between the east wall of the
workers’ village and the riverbank a quarter of a mile farther east. It wasn’t
walled. Khenut and I made our way towards our workshop at the northwest corner
of the village, close by the harbor. We took a path that circled its outer
flank; that was far easier than winding through its disorganized warren of
houses and workshops and granaries and storage huts. Both my village and Akhet
Khufu rested atop extensive sand dunes and the ground was shimmering in the
heat. A blast of wind–blown sand stung my cheek. At least there’d been some
shade in my village cast by the close–built houses, but in the open there was
nothing to protect me from the ferocious sun beating mercilessly on my bare
shoulders and arms and chest. I could feel the blazing hot sand through the
rush sandals I was wearing for protection. I squinted against the glare and saw
the river shining beyond a very narrow strip of palm–lined green. Most evenings
I joined thousands of women and girls there, bathing and cooling off.


The stench of the stockyards south of the wadi wafted
on the breeze, a combination of blood and dung and offal, accompanied by the
bawling of cattle. Far fewer cows and sheep and goats and pigs were milling within
the stockyard’s low mud–brick walls today than had been a week ago. Herdsmen
had driven them south from the king’s estates in the delta for the feasts
accompanying the Epagomenal Days and most had already been processed; I could
see the meat that hadn’t been distributed fresh hung up and drying in the sun. A
few cattle were tethered to large ring stones inside the walls, awaiting death;
others were being slaughtered by men wielding flint knives, or being skinned, or
being dismembered by butchers. Dozens of boys were hauling dung from the yards;
mixed with straw it’d be used as fuel in the various villages for heating and
cooking. More boys were dragging bloody hides towards the leatherworkers’ workshop,
or rendering grease from the remains of sheep and goats over large fires, or
collecting the long bones of butchered animals for distribution in the villages;
we’d smash them and feast on the marrow. A line of donkeys led by a couple of men
was kicking up dust, the beasts laden with bulky woven bags and rope nets
crammed with large water jars, plodding towards the worn track up the wadi to
slake the thirsts of pyramid workers. Donkeys were standing patiently near
potters’ kilns as well, soon to be loaded with bakers’ molds and cooking pots
and water jars and beer jars for use in the kitchens and workers’ villages. Men
were trudging from the river directly to Akhet Khufu too, carrying water destined
for its workshops in leather bags slung from shoulder poles. More donkeys
loaded with lengths of wood to stoke the fires that burned gypsum at the foot
of the pyramid to make mortar were also moving up the wadi. The floodplain had
been thickly covered with groves of acacia and willow and scrub trees when I’d
first seen it a dozen years ago. Now woodcutters had to travel more than two
miles north each day to harvest the remaining groves; the pyramid was rapidly
denuding the nearby valley of its greenery. Bakeries and breweries and
potteries and forges and workers all required fuel.


We turned north and made our way between the eastern
side of Akhet Khufu and the river. A track of tafla clay, interspersed
perpendicularly with lengths of wood, leading from the harbor north of Akhet
Khufu to the mouth of the wadi at its southern end, occupied the heart of the
shoreline, crowded with regularly–spaced work gangs dragging blocks of Tura
limestone atop sledges with wooden runners. Girls and young boys were dumping
water from jars onto the clay ahead of the sledges to make it slippery. Ten men
were dragging each sledge; the stones they were hauling today were relatively
light, destined to line chambers and passageways inside the pyramid. It would
take two or three times as many men to haul the sledges containing cladding stones
once those massive blocks began to arrive from Tura during the inundation, for
they were many times heavier. In either case, a round trip between harbor and
pyramid usually took about an hour. Each team made roughly ten trips every
workday. The scraping of the sledges across the wooden ties and the grunts of
workers and curses of overseers resounded the length of the track.


The riverbank was crowded with small fishing punts,
their decks alive with silver net–caught flopping fish, tilapia and schal mostly.
Fishermen were gutting and splaying their catch on flat limestone rocks at the
water’s edge, tossing guts into the river. They’d soon haul the remains to a
nearby fish processing facility to be salted and dried. A few punts contained
perch, great beasts weighing as much as one hundred pounds that fishermen had
caught singly using hooks in the deep channel. Once the inundation filled the shallow
river–side basins just east of where Khenut and I were walking, currently dry
depressions in the sand, catfish would swim in to spawn. After the floodwaters
receded hundreds of women would descend on the basins to catch their trapped
prey by hand.


The administrative village and the floodplain to its
south contained all the facilities needed to support the king’s and courtiers’
households and the construction effort and everyone laboring on the pyramid –
carpenters’ workshops, forges, metal works to make and repair tools, granaries,
warehouses, overseers’ residences, a slaughterhouse and stockyard, kitchens, a
bakery, a brewery. Its most important structure, sited beside the harbor, was the
  Administrative Building, where scribes carefully copied records of receipts
and deliveries and work done, and wrote orders dictated by overseers and viziers.
Smoke rose from pottery kilns in one section; Khenut and I passed a hot smoky
workshop where men were making objects of faience. No doubt they’d eventually grace
the king’s household. Near the bakery dozens of sweating women were grinding
emmer and barley into flour, all kneeling before dark rectangular stones, their
full weight on their querns. More were pouring dough into large bell–shaped
pots set in baking pits in the ground, the same method I used. A little farther
on women and girls were lined up at the doors of a row of storage huts, some
picking up fibers to make nets and ropes – a critical item needed to drag stone
– others obtaining leaves and fronds and stems and fibers to weave into mats
and baskets and sandals. Overseers were issuing raw materials and scribes were
noting quantities. Before nightfall each recipient would return to her assigned
building with what she’d produced during the day; a scribe would record her output
against the amount of raw material given her. Her mats or whatever would be hustled
to nearby storage huts, where more scribes would record quality and quantity
and place them in wooden boxes for distribution to laborers, officials and administrators
on behalf of the king, as part of the support he provided.


We passed a number of women leaving the House of
Weaving operated by Nefertheith, an elderly official who’d been a close friend
of King Sneferu, returning to their homes in the workers’ village with baskets
of flax or yarn balanced on their heads. Depending on what they’d received from
him they’d either spin flax fibers into yarn or weave yarn into linen using
simple horizontal looms in the open courtyards of their houses. That way, less
space was needed in the House of Weaving for those tasks.


Khenut and I entered a large courtyard shaded by palm
fronds laid thickly atop a wooden lattice. I welcomed the shade, for sweat was
pouring down my back. Nefertheith had relocated to Giza from his estate near
Dahshur at King Khufu’s request specifically to oversee this workshop. He’d
brought with him his extended family and servants. All of his eighteen children
who were old enough to weave or sew worked alongside us, the elder the children
of his deceased first wife, Niankh–Hathor, the rest of his second, much younger
spouse, Neferhetepes.


The workshop consisted of a series of interconnected
rooms lining the east and south and west sides of the courtyard. Khenut and I sewed
each day in that courtyard along with a dozen women and girls. The storage rooms
containing raw materials and finished products were along the west side, as
well as the room where I took measurements and fitted garments for the wives
and daughters of officials when they commissioned specific items of clothing. Nefertheith’s
extended household resided in a complex connected to the south end of the
workshop. He watched over us each day from a seat atop a raised dais – at least
when he wasn’t dozing. Or sometimes his wife supervised, or one of his older
sons.


Khenut and I took our places at the end of the line
where Nefertheith was personally assigning today’s work. We continued to chat
until we reached its head.


“Mending for the overseers,” he told me brusquely,
handing me an overflowing reed basket.


I sighed. I preferred being given bolts of fine linen
and ordered to make dresses for overseers’ wives or daughters, or directed to
do final fittings. I always pretended those women and girls were members of the
king’s household, that instead of laboring in a workshop in Akhet Khufu I was in
the king’s per’aa itself, participating vicariously in the beauty and pageantry
and majesty of the royal women’s lives. It was that imagining, and the hours I
spent late each afternoon and evening at the harbor, that enabled me to
tolerate the dullness and drudgery of a daily life I longed to escape.


I settled with my basket next to Khenut in my
accustomed spot in the courtyard and took up the first garment. It had a large
rent. I threaded my bone needle and began repairing it.


The wind was beginning to pick up from the west, hot,
laden with dust, and I was soon dripping with sweat again. As we worked Nefertheith’s
younger daughters circulated among us non–stop with jars of water. Occasionally
one of the seamstresses began to sing and the rest of us took up her song; it
helped the hours pass. A cacophony of sound resounded constantly across the plateau
– shouted orders, chants of haulers, the chink of copper chisels dressing
blocks of stone, the dull thuds of quarrymen pounding with heavy granodiorite
hammers to rough out building blocks, the scraping of copper tools on
fine–grained quartzite whetstones to sharpen them, an occasional overseer
cursing a bricklayer or worker carrying a basket of limestone debris or desert
tafla clay to raise the supply ramps and their support embankments, the bawling
of cattle. The House of Weaving was near the Administrative Building, and so a
steady stream of scribes passed by the open end of the courtyard, entering or
leaving that structure. They spent the day tallying withdrawals and receipts,
processing attendance rosters, recording duties assigned to each worker, the
amount of work completed, rations issued. Other scribes bypassed the House, moving
towards the northern section of the harbor where everything except stone and
timber was delivered on small vessels – the pyramid’s workforce consumed vast
quantities of foodstuffs and other materials sent here from all over the valley
and scribes recorded every item unloaded into the warehouses lining the water
there. Others headed to the per’aa itself to instruct the royal children and
grandchildren.


“Senu sent word he’ll be spending the Epagomenal Days
with Hat and me,” Khenut said happily as we sewed. “We haven’t seen him since
the last festival. I’m sorry you’ll miss him.”


I didn’t hide my disappointment. Senu was my closest
friend in the world. “He amazes me, the way he can draw so lifelike.”


Khenut laughed. “It took a year for the master
craftsman to break him of that, Senu told me. He showed me once how everything
must be drawn a certain way to conform with rules set out by the first kings
and followed to this day, overlaid on a grid of rows and columns. Every body
part has to be on a particular line and be drawn a specific way and at a
specific size – something about portraying the world as an orderly place. I
didn’t understand half of what Senu told me. But at the last festival he said he’d
just been assigned to work with sculptors in their workshop. They’ve started
shaping heads from stone for some of the courtiers to place in their tombs. For
that the sculptors need lifelike drawings. So now Senu’s back to drawing the
way he was before they trained him to draw the ‘approved’ way.” Khenut
shrugged.


“I assume he’s still hoping to gain a patron in the king’s
household?”


“He does. Remember the time we visited him at his
master’s house?”


“Every wall covered with images. I’ve never seen such
a colorful place before or since.”


“He’d like to decorate a royal’s rooms in the per’aa
someday, and have a workshop with apprentices of his own to train.”


“I’ll pray every day on Senu’s behalf to Ptah, the god
of craftsmen, that he does,” I promised.


“Pray his patron rises high too, Maetkra. Senu will
rise only rise as high as he does.”


“I will.” I set aside a repaired kilt, took up a torn
skirt.


“Maybe, if Senu gets a royal patron, he’ll be able to introduce
you to a courtier and you’ll marry him and attend that banquet you’re always
dreaming about. Assuming Pakhar’s scheme for the upcoming holiday falls
through.”


Khenut and Senu and Ahmes had known about my dream for
years. She’d seen my ostraca covered with the designs I’d copied. “Maybe I can talk
Iufaa or Nebit into being Senu’s patron, once I’m married to one of them,” I
said bitterly.


At midday Nefertheith’s daughters distributed platters
of fish and bread and fruits and vegetables and jars of beer they’d fetched from
Akhet Khufu’s food preparation areas. Khenut and I ate, then spent the next
couple of hours on our assignments. I worked quickly, for I needed to get to
the harbor well before the sun began to descend in the west. I finished my basket
at mid–afternoon, turned the repaired garments in to Nefertheith, then bid
Khenut and the rest of my friends goodbye. I assumed I’d spent my last day as a
seamstress in the House of Weaving.


I rushed from the workshop and hurried north to Ro–She
Khufu, the harbor district, then west along its southern edge, my leather pouch
slung over my shoulder. The harbor was impressive; according to Ahmes it was
the largest and busiest and most magnificent in the entire world, lined with
buildings housing scribes and administrators, quays for offloading, warehouses,
piles of timber and stone, even a small shipyard to repair vessels. Through the
harbor daily moved tons of limestone and granite and gypsum and timber and
copper ingots. The north and west and south sides of the harbor were lined with
quays and ramps to aid in offloading stone and other supplies. Currently the
ramps were a dozen feet above water level; at the height of the inundation
water would lap against them. But the harbor wasn’t just earthly – it was also
a magical port for King Khufu to use in his Afterlife. It would exist here at Giza
for the rest of time, part of both the seen and unseen worlds.


The king’s per’aa occupied the southwest corner of the
harbor; a magnificent royal barque bobbed there, tied to a long quay. I headed
up the harbor’s west side, a district of warehouses for receipt and
distribution of supplies, as well as open–air storage yards. The harbor’s surface
reflected the sunlight so brightly I couldn’t look at it directly. The harbor
was crowded with boats of all sizes, some moored at the quays thrusting from shore,
some just arriving, some departing, water droplets shining silver as oars
dipped rhythmically. On the bank grunting porters were lugging baskets of
foodstuffs from the boats into warehouses – fruits and vegetables for the most
part. More were carrying containers of emmer and barley that had been threshed
and winnowed and sieved on the estates and farms that had supplied the grain to
dump into silos in a large walled building near the warehouses. Wood was piled
high in one section – already sawed, likely to be transformed by carpenters
into levers and wedges and transport sledges. In another section men were
lugging great coils of rope into a warehouse. Close by were stacks of fine
limestone and basalt, likely destined for the interiors of the valley and
mortuary temples, and gypsum to make mortar for the pyramid.


The cargo boat operated by Merer, my favorite of Kay’s
captains, was riding high in the water, nearly unloaded. I waved to him and he
waved back. He transported around thirty limestone blocks from Tura to Giza daily;
one of Papa’s forty–man crews was currently wrestling blocks from Merer’s vessel
onto wooden sledges on the quay preparatory to them being dragged to the
pyramid. This time of year the unloading was fairly easy because the blocks were
relatively small; it would become more difficult during the inundation when Merer
and his fellow captains started delivering loads of cladding stone. Every block
in those loads would weigh more than two and a half tons. The most dangerous
vessels of all for Papa’s crews to handle were those that delivered granite
from the cataract in the far south, due to the blocks’ size and great weight. A
couple of years ago I’d helped treat the broken bones and crushed legs of more
than a dozen crewmen of a boat that had capsized in the harbor after a block of
granite unexpectedly shifted and threw the vessel out of balance.


I continued up the west side of the harbor towards the
waist–high walls of the valley temple. I spotted to my left the partly–constructed
base of the stone causeway that would eventually climb to the top of the
escarpment and connect the king’s valley temple to the pyramid. Only a small
fraction of that temple’s basalt paving stones had so far been set in place.
While those stones were comfortably above water level today, at the peak of the
inundation they’d be less than three feet from the harbor’s surface. At the
corner of the harbor I turned east and half–ran along its north end to where a
number of smaller boats were tied to wooden quays. Just beyond them, at the
east end of the harbor along the bank of the canal leading to the river, in the
shade of a grove of swaying palm trees, was a small market. Many boats making deliveries
to Giza had traveled from distant sections of the valley and their crews needed
to replenish their supplies of food and drink and other necessities before
setting out for home. Village women gathered in this informal marketplace every
day, offering fruits and vegetables grown in their courtyards or on their
roofs, or beer they’d brewed or bread they’d baked, in exchange for a portion
of what the boats carried. I often came here to barter linen kilts and dresses
I’d sewed beside a flickering fire in my courtyard at night. Rare were the times
I didn’t return home staggering under the weight of what I’d obtained.


Papa called to me and waved from the foot of a
gangplank beside a boat far larger than most private craft. Eight oarsmen were sitting
patiently on benches on each side, waiting for me. There was a large pavilion
amidships, its sides and top covered with decorated reed mats to provide shade
and privacy, though the ones on the sides were currently rolled up and tied. Kay
was seated in the pavilion next to Iufaa, attended by several young dark–skinned
serving girls in bright white skirts. I stiffened at the sight of Iufaa. I hadn’t
expected him to be traveling with us. I thought he’d be waiting at the estate. A
scarlet pennant atop the mast moved fitfully in the breeze; the sail was
furled. The bow rose in the shape of an elegant papyrus plant, as did the
stern. The boat proclaimed Kay to be a wealthy man. I greeted Papa without
enthusiasm.


And then I spotted Ahmes, standing on deck at the head
of the gangplank. My heart leapt! An unexpected and most welcome surprise. He
was apparently going to the estate too. The dread that had engulfed me all day
lifted. Papa planned to auction me to either Iufaa or Nebit five days from now.
But Ahmes’ presence offered me a way to escape my fate. I vowed to get him
alone tonight somewhere private and fill him in on what Papa was doing and
hatch a plan to run away with him. Ahmes’ hair was long, skin darkened by the
sun, muscular. He towered over the oarsmen. He was the most handsome man I’d
ever seen, and the most caring. I smiled at him and he smiled back. I scampered
up the gangplank, followed closely by Papa. Ahmes took my free hand and helped
me step down onto the deck. My head barely reached the top of his shoulder. 


“Welcome aboard,” he said. He squeezed my hand the
slightest bit, then let it go and helped Papa step down.


“Thank you, Ahmes,” Papa said.


They knew each other, of course, after working closely
together these past years. Papa had no idea I loved Ahmes or that Ahmes loved
me. We were very circumspect whenever anyone else was around. I was going to have
to be especially careful the next couple of days so Papa wouldn’t guess at our
relationship and somehow prevent me from carrying out whatever plan Ahmes and I
came up with.


“We’re to sit with Kay and Iufaa in the pavilion,”
Papa told me. He escorted me across the deck towards them. Ak and Userbat were seated
cross–legged near the stern. They called to me but I ignored them. The thick poles
supporting the pavilion’s roof were of polished ebony, deeply carved with Kay’s
name and numerous titles. I scanned the latter quickly; he was even more
important than I’d known. Papa and I entered the pavilion.


Kay was sitting in a leather–bottomed chair. He was a few
years over fifty, his hair thinning, belly rather large as befit a prosperous
man. A staff and wand, signs of the authority granted him by King Khufu, lay on
the deck next to his feet. Broad collars of turquoise and gold glittered against
his chest.


Iufaa was seated to Kay’s right, dressed and jeweled far
more richly, as befit a member of the king’s household, though he was quite squat
and had three chins and his head was shaved. He was in his late forties. Iufaa
broke into a broad smile. “I’m glad you’re joining us, Maetkra,” he said,
sweeping his eyes over me possessively.


“My Lord.” I bowed slightly. I hid my disgust.


A young girl stood at Kay’s elbow, holding a half–full
jar of wine. An empty platter covered with crumbs topped a small wooden table between
Kay and Iufaa, along with brimming cups. Young girls stood behind each man, slowly
waving wide fans made of white ostrich feathers, for even though the sun was
descending the day was still hot. All three girls were ebony–skinned and very
pretty; I suspected their fathers had been captured by King Sneferu when he
raided Ta–Seti, the mysterious land beyond the cataract far to the south. I’d
heard his prisoners had been doled out to the king’s most important courtiers.


“My Lord Kay,” I said, then humbly bowed to him.


Iufaa’s glittering black eyes studied me intently for
a moment. “You’re more beautiful every time I see you, Maetkra. You’ve grown
into quite a woman.”


Kay seemed taken aback that Iufaa would address me so
familiarly. He indicated a leather–bottomed chair on his left, between his and the
one Papa had already taken. “Join us.”


I set my leather pouch on deck and settled in, glad I
had him between me and Iufaa.


“I’ve never seen such a magnificent boat, My Lord,” I told
Kay.


“Then you haven’t seen the ones those of us in the
king’s household use,” Iufaa sniffed.


“Pakhar claims you’re the finest seamstress in Akhet
Khufu,” Kay said, ignoring him.


“I am, My Lord,” I replied. I didn’t like to boast,
but I was proud of my ability.


Kay pulled a small leather packet from a pouch at his
waist and handed it to me. “I understand today is the seventeenth anniversary
of your birth. A small gift.”


I was shocked. “You shouldn’t have, My Lord.” I opened
the packet. “Copper needles! I’ve never seen any so fine! Mine are made of
bone.”


“I expect you to put them to good use the next couple
of days, Maetkra,” Kay said. “Bolts of linen are piled in a storeroom on my
estate. I want you to make me some fine shendyts and kilts, like Pakhar’s
always wearing.”


“Gladly, My Lord. A dozen, at least.”


Iufaa looked perturbed that Kay knew more about me
than he did. Papa must have told Kay about my special day. But why hadn’t he
told Iufaa? He worked directly for him, after all.


Ahmes pulled the gangplank aboard and lay it on the deck.
I was amazed at his strength; that was normally a two–person task. Two men
charged with overseeing the quay untied thick ropes holding bow and stern fast
to mooring posts. Ahmes issued a command and the oarsmen rose from their seats
as one and poled the boat away from the quay and into the harbor. Ahmes was
apparently acting as boat’s captain today. He was a man of many talents. As
soon as we were far enough from the quay the oarsmen took their seats and began
to row in unison and we quickly entered the canal that linked the harbor to the
river. The canal amazed me – the king’s engineers had cut it through a
quarter–mile wide plain between the river and the base of the plateau, piling an
inordinately large amount of dirt and sand and clay on both banks. Workers’
villages and camps now rested atop that detritus. We emerged from the canal into
the broad river, joining dozens of vessels traveling in both directions. Ahmes
barked another order and the oarsmen shipped their oars and relaxed. Since we
were headed north the current alone was strong enough to propel us, even though
so close to inundation the river was low and sluggish. Since the wind always
blew out of the north, the boat’s sail was useless.


Once we were well underway I looked west. We were far
enough east of the escarpment that loomed over my now–shaded village that I could
see the entire Giza plateau. It tilted slightly from northwest to southeast,
where the wadi arrowed up from the bottomlands between two vast formations of
stone. The pyramid was at the plateau’s highest point. As always I was awed,
not only by its sheer size, but that men had the audacity to even attempt to
erect it. It was massive, even though less than one–hundred sixty of its
planned two–hundred forty courses of stone had so far been set in place. Crews
of men at regular intervals were dragging limestone blocks atop wooden sledges
up the ramp of tafla clay that climbed its sides. They looked like ants at this
distance. Individual men were moving in both directions on the ramp as well,
some carrying waterskins, others mortar. Numerous men on the pyramid’s flat top
were dumping stones and debris and baskets of mortar into its interior around
the granite walls of what appeared to be a large room rising slightly above the
highest course of stone. I assumed since it was so high up it must be Khufu’s
burial chamber, or perhaps one of the chambers designed to distribute the
pyramid’s weight. The portion of the pyramid not covered by the ramp gleamed
where the sun struck its white fine–grained outer casing, the stones Papa was
responsible for unloading. The final task of the builders would be to smooth that
cladding stone from the top of the pyramid down as they removed the
construction ramp. Then it would shine even brighter. Columns of smoke were
rising south of the ramp, where gypsum was being burned into mortar. Lengths of
wood were being unloaded from a long string of donkeys nearby to stoke the
fires. The quarry where men obtained stone for the interior was south of the
fires, though I couldn’t see them because the quarries had been excavated into
the plateau. I knew mastabas were being erected along a regular grid of streets
west of the pyramid for the king’s important courtiers, but the pyramid
screened me from them. The path up the wadi was extraordinarily busy, crowded
with crews dragging sledges, strings of donkeys, and individual men on foot
carrying containers both east and west.


“Have you visited the delta before, Maetkra?” Kay
asked, interrupting my reverie.


“No, My Lord. But according to my family’s stories, my
ancestors were the first to establish an estate there. Ankhmare and his wife
Amenia.”


“Really?” Kay regarded me skeptically.


I glimpsed Papa’s slight smile out of the corner of my
eye. He loved it when I repeated his tales. “Almost nine hundred years ago, My
Lord. Amenia grew up in a settlement called Nekhen, somewhere in the South, supposedly
the mightiest in the entire valley at that time. She clashed with Nekhen’s
ruler. He sentenced her to death. Ankhmare rescued her. They fled to the delta.
Their estate supplied a settlement named Maadi with grain and vegetables and
fruit. The estate was located near a hamlet named Farkha that was closely connected
to Maadi. Amenia and Ankhmare supposedly started an exodus of Southern farmers from
Nekhen to the delta. If the story is true, My Lord.”


“There’s no settlement in the delta named Maadi,” Iufaa
interjected.


“But Nekhen exists,” Kay said. “And so does Farkha. Many
settlements have disappeared in the past centuries. Perhaps Maadi is one of
them. Maybe there’s a grain of truth in your tale, Maetkra.”


After awhile Kay ordered the girls to lower the mats
on the sides of the pavilion against the descending sun and he and Papa began discussing
Kay’s fleet. Iufaa sat in silence; he amused himself by relentlessly staring at
me. Uncomfortable, I excused myself and rose and exited the pavilion and moved
to the bow, as far from my cousins as I could get. I loved this time of day on
the river. Golden light was washing over the valley, the shadows cast by trees lengthening.
The heat was finally breaking. My hair and skirt swirled in the strong,
slightly cooler breeze. Scattered groups of women and girls were splashing at
the edge of the palm–lined riverbanks, bathing, filling earthenware jars,
probably wives and daughters of local farmers. Their laughter carried across
the water. I envied their relative isolation; at Giza the riverbank was so
crowded every evening it was almost impossible to move about. In a few places
boys were watering herds of cattle and sheep, assisted by barking dogs. The
trilling of birds drifted from patches of reeds.


Within a few miles we reached the point where the
river split into several branches and we took the westernmost. We were quickly
swallowed up by the delta, Ta–mehu. Ahmes had described it to me but he hadn’t
done it justice. I was amazed. For the first time in my life there was no desert
or cliff or plateau in sight – only feathery papyrus and reeds taller than a
man waving in the wind, all the way to the horizon in every direction.
Occasionally a hillock, shaped like the back of a turtle, rose a few feet above
the swamp; I supposed each would become an island when the inundation turned
the delta into a vast silver lake. The delta’s hamlets were mostly small and far
between, according to Ahmes, all atop hillocks, scattered like knots on a
fishing net, not like gemstones on a chain as on the upper river. Birds flitted
everywhere, filling the air with song, swaying atop reeds or diving into the
water after fish. I noted trampled grasses along the riverbank where numerous
animals had come to drink and churned up the mud. Off in the distance a hippo
roared. A figurine of a dancer handed down in my family for generations had
been carved from hippo ivory at Farkha, or so Papa claimed.


An hour before sunset Ahmes issued a few commands and the
boat began angling towards a wooden quay on the east bank of the river. Several
vessels bobbed there, tied to mooring posts; a dozen small fishing punts were
drawn up nearby on shore. I assumed we’d reached Kay’s estate. A group of men
were on the quay awaiting our arrival, probably Kay’s overseers. Nebit was prominent
among them. I tensed. I couldn’t honestly say who I despised more, him or
Iufaa. Being married to Nebit would be a lifetime sentence; he was only five
years older than me. At least if Papa gave me to Iufaa I’d likely outlive him
by decades. At any rate, between Nebit and Iufaa and my cousins I expected to
have little peace the next five days. Even more incentive to run away with Ahmes.


The estate occupied a long narrow turtleback a third
of a mile east of the river, its crest around twenty feet higher than the
surrounding plains. A very large mud–brick house sprawled atop the turtleback,
with numerous storage huts and mud–brick granaries to its north. I glimpsed
open–air workshops south of the house, some shaded by sunscreens of reed;
columns of smoke rose from them. Several dozen huts occupied the western slope
just below the crest, likely the homes of Kay’s workers. Smoke spiraled from
campfires where women and girls were bustling about, preparing the evening
meal. The wide plain between turtleback and river was covered with an extensive
amount of stubble, as far north and south as I could see; Kay’s estate
apparently produced a massive amount of grain, barley if I wasn’t mistaken. A
garden lay on one side of the huts and a vineyard the other. In the distant North,
past the last field, at the river’s edge, I spotted tangled swamp, probably
marking the limit of the estate in that direction. Great patches of reeds and
papyrus lined the entire riverbank, except where the quay thrust into the
channel.


A few men waved to me from a boat passing in the
opposite direction, its sails filled by the strong north wind. I waved back.


“Stop that immediately!” Userbat ordered, stepping to
my side. I hadn’t heard him sneak up behind me. “It’s ridiculous the way you flirt
with strangers.”


“I wasn’t flirting,” I said. “And even if I was it
wouldn’t be any of your business.”


“Yes it is!” he cried. “Tonight I’m going to ask Uncle
Pakhar to let us marry. You’re five years past the proper age, Maetkra. You’ll
be going home to the farm with me after inundation.”


I laughed. He had no clue. “I’m not going to be a
farmer’s wife, Userbat. I’m going to marry a courtier.”


Userbat laughed in turn. “You? In the king’s court?
You dream far above your station, Maetkra. Be content with what you are.”


“You’re the one dreaming above your station, Cousin.
Papa will never give me to you.”


“We’ll see.” He grabbed my upper arm hard. “You drive
me crazy, Maetkra. I dream about you every night. I won’t live without you
anymore.” He tried to pull me close.


“Let me go!” I cried, trying to squirm free.


The commotion had attracted the attention of the
oarsmen. They’d risen from their benches moments earlier and were using their
oars to pole us the remaining distance to the quay. All the mats on the
pavilion were down; neither Papa nor Kay nor Iufaa could see what was happening
on deck.


“Once I get a kiss,” Userbat insisted, taking hold of
my other arm as well. “The first of many.”


“Maetkra told you to let her go,” a voice said quietly
but firmly.


I turned my head. Ahmes was a few steps away, eyes
locked on Userbat.


“It’s not your concern,” Userbat snarled.


“I won’t tell you again.”


“Mind your own business!”


In a single stride Ahmes was behind Userbat. He seized
Userbat’s upper arms and jerked him sideways so that Userbat had to release me,
then flung him over the railing and into the river as easily as if he was a
child. Userbat landed with a massive splash, went under, came up spluttering in
waist–deep water. Ahmes didn’t even glance in his direction. He strolled
towards the stern, issuing a few commands to his laughing crew. We drifted towards
our anchorage. The oarsmen hooted at Userbat as he waded to shore and scrambled
onto land, soaked.


He turned around and glared at Ahmes.


Ahmes paid no attention. He’d already put my cousin
from his mind.


I joined in the laughter.


The boat glided the last yards to the quay and gently
bumped into it, the boat’s side protected by resin–soaked linen mats the
sailors had draped over the railing. Several of the waiting men secured our
vessel to mooring posts. Two crewmen set the gangplank in place. I descended, smiling
sweetly at my bedraggled cousin. He was dripping on the riverbank.


Nebit waddled to the foot of the gangplank to meet me,
his large belly a sign of indolent living and prosperity. His kilt was fine and
white. Pendants of gold and carnelian and turquoise sparkled around his neck, clanking
against each other as he moved, his jewelry ostentatious compared to his father’s
elegant and understated selection. He offered his hand to help me the last
steps down the gangplank. I pointedly didn’t take it. A scowl immediately creased
his face.


Papa and Kay and Iufaa and Ak joined us on the quay.
Papa was carrying my pouch.


Nebit ignored Papa, stiffly and formally bowing to
Iufaa. Nebit apparently had no more use for Iufaa than his father did. Nebit didn’t
seem to have any use for his father either. That fit with something Ahmes had
told me once. Apparently, Kay hadn’t much cared for his wife and so she’d
poisoned their son Nebit against him.


“These are my estate’s overseers,” Kay told us. He addressed
Nebit. “My guests will need accommodations for the next five days.”


“Of course, Father. Neferuptah will arrange rooms.”


“My son’s daughter,” Kay said. “Since her mother’s
death a few months ago she’s been mistress of my estate.”


“Except for him, I assume,” Nebit said
disdainfully, indicating Ahmes, who’d just joined us. “He can sleep on his boat
with his crew.”


“Assign Ahmes a room in the house,” Kay told his son evenly.


Nebit’s hatred for Ahmes was palpable. I assumed it
was because Ahmes had taken his place as overseer of boat loading at Tura.


“Mother wouldn’t forgive me if I didn’t stay with her,
My Lord,” Ahmes told Kay.


I recalled he’d been born on this estate.


Kay chuckled. “I suppose so. Which reminds me – take
Maetkra to see her after dinner.” He addressed me. “Ahmes’ mother, Djedu, is in
charge of my weavers. She’ll give you however much linen you need to make my
new shendyts.” He turned his attention to Nebit. “Go see to the arrangements in
the house. Now!”


Nebit glanced at me, then Iufaa, then turned and strode
angrily up a broad path towards the house on the turtleback.


“Would you like a brief tour of my estate while the
light holds, since you’ve never seen one before, Maetkra?” Kay asked.


“I would, My Lord.” I wondered why Kay was singling me
out for attention. I could tell it was disturbing Iufaa.


The overseers dispersed. Ahmes handed a leather pouch
full of scrolls to an older man I suspected was Kay’s chief scribe and together
they headed towards the house.


I fell in beside Kay, as requested. Papa and Iufaa and
my cousins trailed us.


“Papa told me your family founded this estate long before
Horus Narmer unified the valley,” I said.


“An ancestor named Perneb settled here around six
hundred fifty years ago at the order of King Scorpion, who ruled a mighty
settlement named Tjeni far to the south,” Kay replied.


“One of my ancestors attended Scorpion’s burial, My
Lord,” I interjected excitedly. “Sety.”


“Interesting,” Kay said. “Maybe Perneb and Sety knew
each other. Anyway, Perneb established his estate here because Scorpion wanted a
foothold on this branch of the river for his traders. A century later Perneb’s
descendant, Nehi, helped Narmer become and remain king. In fact, legend has it
Narmer fought and defeated rebels from the west delta on this very estate, possibly
right where we’re standing, the final act of unification.”


Iufaa snorted loudly. “Easy to claim, Kay. Impossible
to prove.” He rolled his eyes.


It dawned on me why Kay was showing me around. Iufaa’s
remark about Kay’s boat being less magnificent than the one he used must have
stung. Kay was obviously a proud man. In the guise of simply educating a naïve
girl, he was trying to impress Iufaa with his pedigree and the extent of his
wealth. Kay was using me to convey a message. Well, I’d gladly play along. I hated
Iufaa too. “That’s fascinating, My Lord,” I practically cooed.


“You know, Maetkra, most people in the valley who
lived in Narmer’s time likely never even heard of him.”


“Really?” I was truly surprised.


“Far fewer people lived along the river. Only a handful
of settlements existed – a few in the delta, most in the South. Much of the
valley was uninhabited and uncultivated, dotted with small scattered hamlets
and isolated farms. People owed fealty to the patriarch of their hamlet or the
ruler of their settlement or the king of their small territory. Narmer was able
to unify the valley because those kings and rulers and patriarchs pledged their
fealty to him. Commoners never did, at least not directly.”


“So Narmer had to keep those leaders happy to remain
their king.”


“That’s right, Maetkra. How they should relate to him
as subjects and how he should relate to them as king had been firmly
established over the centuries by local rulers and their elites. That was his
starting point. But he had to deal with issues none of his local predecessors
ever had to face.”


“Such as?”


“How to ensure the fragile unity of the valley wouldn’t
fall apart. How to exert his authority over six hundred miles of river. How to support
his household and the new officials and priests and craftsmen who were suddenly
dependent on him. As I said, farmers and villagers along the river looked up to
their local leaders, not Narmer. He could hardly demand that the common people
provide him with food and materials. They would have laughed at him. So elites
in the large settlements, and men like Nehi who operated large estates in the
delta, all of whom firmly believed the valley needed to be unified so all could
prosper, stepped up to provide Narmer’s household with the foodstuffs and
materials he needed to support his family and administrators and scribes and
craftsmen and such. In turn, Narmer supplied those men – he considered them to
be part of his extended household – with status items obtained through trade or
created by his craftsmen to set them apart from the common people, ensuring
their loyalty.”


“I suppose they provided Narmer with far less than
King Khufu receives today if there were so many fewer people,” I said.


Kay nodded. “Narmer could only demand a small share of
the foodstuffs and materials that men pledged to him generated. So he granted
unimproved land in the delta to his closest courtiers upon which to found and
operate estates. The foodstuffs they produced supported his household and
theirs, and the craftsmen who produced fine goods for his court, and the gods
in their temples, and the dead in their graves. The people who worked on the
courtiers’ estates became part of their households and, through them, loyal to
Narmer. All were part of the chain of supply and offering that ties our valley
together to this very day. Every king since Narmer has continued the tradition
of granting land for estates, gradually making more and more people in the
valley part of the king’s extended household. Narmer’s son, Aha, was the first king
to grant land for estates in the upper valley, not just the delta.”


“My uncle farms land that supports King Sneferu’s funerary
cult at Meidum. His produce is stored and distributed there,” I said.


“A change introduced when King Netjeryket erected the
first pyramid,” Kay said. “Before that, Narmer and his successors traveled the
valley with their entire households constantly, personally collecting the
portion of foodstuffs and materials due them and distributing everything to
those they supported. They called those trips ‘royal progressions.’ But
nowadays foodstuffs are accumulated at various sites along the river – seven
small pyramids near larger settlements, temples at Meidum and other places –
and are either shipped to Giza on my boats or apportioned locally.”


“Ahmes told me you’re responsible for delivering everything
in the valley.”


“How do you know Ahmes?” Kay sounded surprised.


“I spend many afternoons and evenings at the harbor,
My Lord, with Papa.”


“Yes. I’ve seen you there countless times.”


“I seek out boat captains and sailors and talk with
them about their travels. That’s how I met Ahmes. I see him often during
inundations when he comes to the Administrative House to reconcile papyri. I
love his stories.” An innocuous explanation.


“I see. Anyway, long before Narmer’s time the villages
and hamlets and settlements in the valley had been connected to each other by networks
of trade routes. When Narmer unified the valley he seized control of those
networks. They mostly intersected on the section of the river just south of the
  Giza plateau, where Narmer established Ineb-hedj. For hundreds of years the
elites who resided on that portion of the plain had controlled river traffic.
Their houses were set amidst boatyards and quays and storage huts on both sides
of the river – more a disorganized gathering than an actual settlement. The elites
stored raw materials that had been shipped to them from the upper valley, such
as flint and copper, and distributed those materials to farmers like my
ancestors in the delta. They stored foodstuffs sent to them from both the delta
and the valley and distributed them to the villages and hamlets lying between Giza
and Saqqara. As I said, those elites were at the nexus of many transportation
networks – from the delta, from the upper valley, from the eastern and western
deserts, from the Wadjet Wer. So, given the importance of supplying everyone
who was dependent on him – the living and the dead and the gods – it was hardly
surprising Narmer was obsessed with tightly controlling the delivery of food and
materials. That’s remained vitally important to every king, from Narmer to Khufu.
Narmer chose Nehi to merge the disparate networks in the delta into one, and
then oversee it, which my family has continued to do for every subsequent king.
By the time Sneferu succeeded his father Huni centuries later the many networks
in the upper valley had also been consolidated into one. Thirty years ago the
man who ran that network, Roy, combined it with my father’s delta network into
one that now covers the entire valley. I married Roy’s daughter, Hekenu, to
seal the arrangement.”


“Bah!” Iufaa exclaimed loudly. He was scowling. I
wondered what had provoked his outburst.


“I’ve run the combined network ever since my father
and Roy died,” Kay continued. “You want proof of its efficiency, Maetkra? Just
look at the Step Pyramid, and Sneferu’s at Meidum and Dahshur, and Khufu’s at Giza.
Dozens of networks controlled by dozens of men could never have gotten everything
and everyone where it and they needed to be at the right time to erect such
magnificent structures.”


“So pyramids are symbols of a well–ordered valley, My
Lord? I’ve never thought about them that way before.” I swept the estate with
my eyes. “You have such extensive fields, and so many storage huts and
granaries and workshops.” I hoped my flattery would irritate Iufaa. “Your
estate is so much larger than I expected.”


Kay chuckled. “You can only see a small part of it
from here, Maetkra. The majority is on the far side of the turtleback.”


“Incredible!”


“This is one of the last private estates in the delta.
Over time, kings have taken direct control of the rest and put administrators
in charge, creating royal agricultural domains. But my family continues to
operate this one and will as long as we continue to serve the king faithfully.”
Kay swept his hand in an arc. “When Perneb settled here this land was all
wetland, like the swamp at its northern end. His men drained and cleared the wetlands,
then farmed them. When Narmer unified the valley Nehi was among the first to provide
him with a reliable source of food for his household in Ineb–hedj. As I said
before, kings granted many estates in the following generations to their
courtiers, thereby expanding and strengthening their hold over the valley.”


“Where’s your family’s estate, My Lord?” I asked Iufaa
innocently.


“I don’t have one,” he snapped.


“I’m sorry, My Lord… I just assumed…”


“I belong to the king’s household,” Iufaa said haughtily.
“Men like Kay supply what I and my dependents need. I don’t supply men like
him.” His scorn for Kay was evident.


Kay took Iufaa’s dig in stride. I noted the hint of a
smile.


We were approaching the house. I complimented Kay on
its appearance.


“Parts of it date to Perneb’s time. It’s been added to
by every subsequent generation,” Kay said. “It’s easy to build using mud–brick.
You’ve already noted my granaries and storage huts on the crest of the ridge.
The columns of smoke are from my pottery and brewery; next to them are my
carpenter’s workshop – we have to bring the wood we need to the estate by boat,
for there are few trees in the delta. The stubble you see on the plain along
the river is from my barley – it grows better here than emmer. The marshland teems
with small game and fish and waterfowl. We keep bees along its fringe.”


“Is that flax stubble?” I asked, indicating a small field
near the barley.


“We plant enough to make the linen I need to clothe my
workers. We’re self–sufficient.”


“How large is your household?” I asked.


“Several hundred, counting my men’s families,” Kay
replied. “Farmers who work the land, herdsmen who care for my animals, potters,
brewers, carpenters, butchers, bakers, cooks, servants to take care of the
inside of the house and look after my family, scribes, boat makers, sailors,
metal workers, hunters, fishermen, fan bearers, singers, musicians, dancers.
Plus overseers of my fields and workforce and herds and kitchen and house –
some you saw on the quay when we arrived, other’s you’ll meet at dinner
tonight.”


“Why, your household’s just like King Khufu’s!” I
exclaimed.


“Significantly smaller,” Iufaa snorted.


Kay ignored him. “I rule my household like the king does
his, with a firm hand.” He laughed.


We stepped from the path and angled towards a corner
of the house. We passed a group of girls mixing dung with straw and forming the
mixture into flat cakes. The pile beside them was already waist–high.


“Fuel, I suppose,” I said.


“Wood’s too scare and precious in the delta to burn,” Kay
replied.


 Not far away, several women were hoeing between
orderly rows of vegetables in an extensive garden. Next to it was a large water–filled
basin, surrounded by knee–high walls of mud–brick lined on the inside with clay.
Water was trickling into the garden from the basin through a number of small
irrigation ditches. The mouths of other ditches were blocked, so that no water
was flowing.


“We trap water in the basin during the inundation,” Kay
said. “That water enables us to grow three or four crops each year in this
garden. The tricky part is getting the water to drain quickly through the rows
of plants – otherwise we’d end up with stagnant pools or salt–encrusted soil.”


We skirted the garden and continued up the hill. Even
before we crested the turtleback I could hear the bawling of cattle. We halted
on the highest point. A clover–covered plain stretched for miles east of the
ridge, dotted with large herds. I picked out herdsmen and a large number of
dogs at their fringes. Most of the beasts were grazing; one group was being
moved to a different pasture, the dogs dashing about and nipping at heels.


“I’ve never seen so many cattle at once,” I said,
amazed.


“Even before Narmer’s time cattle were shipped from
the delta to the hamlets near the future site of Ineb–hedj,” Kay said. “The
plains there have always been too narrow to support the population
agriculturally. The delta was the perfect place to fatten cattle. Beef was the
preferred food of Narmer’s court, as it is Khufu’s. That’s why Narmer and his
successors took a cattle count throughout the entire valley every second year –
keeping track of herd size was critical.”


I pointed to a row of low buildings just past several
dozen more huts I assumed were the homes of farmers and herdsmen. “What are
those?”


“Sheds where we fatten cattle destined to be sacrificed
in the gods’ temples or for the funerary cults of dead kings and courtiers. Dozens
are needed daily for that reason in this part of the valley. The priests place
cattle hearts and forelegs on altars; once the gods have partaken, the bulk of
the carcasses are distributed to temple priests and staff. I ship my cattle to
a stockyard at Ptah’s temple in Ineb–hedj. That’s where they’re slaughtered. Why,
one festival alone lasts seventeen days and requires more than two hundred
beasts as offerings. Some of the nearby estates send their cattle to Re’s
temple at Iunu. The delta’s divided into six districts, and each district sends
its beasts to a designated shrine or temple. As for those cattle running free…”


“They’re the ones I eat on feast days at Giza.”


Kay smiled. “My herdsmen drive them overland to the Giza
stockyards. The sacrificial cattle travel by boat, to keep them fat.”


“What about the goats and sheep and pigs over there?”


“We eat them.”


“I didn’t notice any estates as we sailed here.”


“Mine’s the farthest south on this branch of the river.
Fact is, much of the delta is still unsettled, Maetkra. As you know, colonization
began hundreds of years before Narmer’s time, when farmers like your Ankhmare
and Amenia from the upper valley moved to the North. When those first colonists
arrived most of the hamlets in the delta were home to men from Retenu and beyond,
still strongly connected to their old homelands. The Southerners gradually
pushed them aside or integrated them into their hamlets, wiping their culture
from the delta. There’s been a surge in new agricultural estates ever since King
Netjeryket began erecting his pyramid – he and subsequent kings have needed a
reliable and vast amount of food to support so many workers for their projects.
Not only is more than half the cultivable land between the cataract and the
Wadjet Wer located here in the delta, it’s close to where kings have chosen to
erect their pyramids, making delta foodstuffs convenient. As for cattle, mine are
a mix of those Perneb obtained when he first came to the delta and descendants
of beasts King Sneferu captured when he led an expedition into Ta–Seti, the
region south of the cataract. He parceled them out among his courtiers. Some of
my servants are descendants of men and women he took prisoner.”


The girls on the boat among them. I’d guessed
correctly. “How far east does your estate extend?” I asked.


“Nearly to the next river channel. There are six of
them. Kings have also granted my family land on the west bank directly opposite
my estate. That’s where my cattle graze when the inundation covers the delta.”


“Is that why you’re ‘overseer of border areas’ and ‘chief
of secrets at the entrance of the Tjehenu at Ta–mehu’?”


Kay looked at me in surprise. “How do you know my
titles?”


I’d read them carved into the posts that supported the
pavilion on his boat. But my ability to read was supposed to be a secret, at
least for now. I’d slipped up, trying to show off. I should have kept my mouth
shut. “Papa told me,” I lied.


Kay bought my explanation. “King Khufu appointed me to
both posts, Maetkra. I keep an eye on bands of Tjehenu whenever they cross from
the western desert into the delta. They raise cattle and sheep and goats, like
us. In the dry months they graze their beasts on our grasses and use our water.
There’s been only friendship between them and us for many generations. In fact,
the Tjehenu bring resin and ointments and wine and dates with them from oases
in the western desert to trade for some of what I produce on my estate.”


I turned to Iufaa. “What titles to you have beyond ‘overseer
of the quays for fine stone at Giza,’ My Lord?”


“That’s the only one I need.” Iufaa’s voice was
clipped.


The corners of Kay’s mouth twitched, suppressing a
smile.


The sun touched the horizon.


“Let’s get inside,” Kay said.


He led us around to the front of the house, then
through a wide door and down a long passageway that bisected the west wing of
the house. Servants bustled past us, bowing respectfully to Kay, every woman
and girl wearing a neat white skirt of linen much finer than mine, every one of
them very pretty. I recalled Kay was rumored to be as enamored of beautiful
women as King Khufu, although, unlike the king, he didn’t maintain a large
number of concubines as part of his household. At least, not that I’d heard. But
what did I know? Kay’s house was very large and I hadn’t seen any of it yet.
Several girls were lighting linen wicks in earthenware bowls full of oil set on
wooden stands to light the passageway. The flickering flames set weird shadows
dancing on the plastered walls. Every wall was covered with colorful images,
just like the master’s workshop in Akhet Khufu where Senu lived. Senu hoped to
find a royal patron like Kay with a similar house he could decorate. Well, if
Papa chose Iufaa for me, I promised myself I’d become Senu’s patron. At least
some good would come of my forced marriage.


We moved down the passageway; several rooms opened
onto it on each side. Some were storerooms, crammed with foodstuffs and
supplies in earthenware jars and reed containers, others workrooms where women
and girls were laboring over various household tasks. We emerged from the
passageway into a large lush garden surrounded on all four sides by wings of
the house. The garden was dotted with clusters of date palms and fig trees
swaying slightly in the breeze. Flowers beyond counting of every color
imaginable nearly hid the shallow lotus–filled pool at the garden’s heart. Bees
buzzed and butterflies fluttered everywhere. Birds trilled from branches and frogs
croaked in the tall rushes at the pool’s edge. Girls were lighting more bowls
of oil around the outside of the garden. Darkness was falling over it now like
a blanket.


A girl about ten years of age was standing beside one
of the many doors that opened onto the garden. Her dress was white, her jewelry
ostentatious and overwhelming. She took one look at me and rolled her eyes. And
why not? Her servants were better–dressed than me. I had skill with a needle,
but the linen given to Papa and me by the king was of poor quality and didn’t
match what was produced on this estate.


“This is Neferuptah,” Kay said. “Nebit’s daughter. My
granddaughter.”


“This is your room, My Lord,” she told Iufaa. “And
yours,” she told me somewhat disdainfully. She indicated Papa and Ak and
Userbat. “You’re all in the room next door.”


“Dinner’s in an hour,” Kay said. Then he was gone,
back down the passageway, trailed by Neferuptah.


 


 


***


 


 


We dined in a small courtyard at the south end of the darkened
garden by torchlight, the air perfumed with the scent of flowers. The wind sighed
through the acacia leaves and set palm fronds high overhead to pleasantly
clacking. Kay sat alone at a small wooden table in the position of prominence;
Papa and I shared one to his right. Ahmes was to my right; he introduced his
companion as his father, Perisen. Perisen was rather short and didn’t resemble
Ahmes at all. Iufaa was to Kay’s left, in the place of honor, with Nebit and
Neferuptah next to him. Seated in a row of tables facing Kay and his guests were
some of the overseers who’d met us earlier on the quay and a few new ones, as
Kay had indicated. Ak and Userbat were behind them, out of the way. A couple of
women were softly playing stringed instruments in the angle formed by the south
and west wings of the house. Young ebony–skinned girls dressed in white skirts served
us from platters piled high with beef and fruits and vegetables and bread. I
was embarrassed at the amounts my cousins took and hoped Kay wouldn’t notice.
On the other hand, his plate was piled high too, though not as high as Nebit’s
or Iufaa’s. Girls filled our cups to the brim with wine. I couldn’t imagine the
king himself sitting down to a better feast. I wondered if Kay ate like this
every day or if he was trying to impress Iufaa. That was likely. I had the
distinct impression that both Kay and Iufaa considered themselves to be the
most important person in our company.


“Any scrolls I need to look over tonight, Uhemka?” Kay
asked, taking a sip of wine. Apparently he was going to use this mealtime to
get caught up on what had happened on the estate since his last visit. Either
that, or try to impress Iufaa with how smoothly his estate operated. I assumed
it operated smoothly if he was discussing it in front of Iufaa.


Uhemka’s clothing and bearing proclaimed him to be Kay’s
chief scribe. An older man, probably early forties, he rose from the seat
directly opposite Kay, confident, commanding, grave, his eye piercing. “Several
dozen, My Lord. I’ve personally broken the seals and reviewed them and organized
them in order of urgency. I’ll have scribes standing by to record your replies
as soon as you read them.”


“Very good. The household accounts?”


“Everything is in order. I’ve compiled a summary for
you to look over. I believe that can wait until morning.”


“Perinedju, how are the herds?”


He stood. His skin was dark and creased, as befit a
man who spent his days outdoors on the plains. “We lost two calves to
crocodiles last week, My Lord. Our hunters tracked them and slew them the next
day. I’ve doubled the patrols since, and there have been no more incidents.
Aside from that, the clover’s high and the beasts are fattening nicely. They’ll
be ready to drive to Giza in two weeks, well before the inundation reaches us.”


Perinedju, and the other overseers, all had papyrus
scrolls close to hand. Clearly, they were prepared to answer any question Kay
might ask about their area of responsibility. I almost laughed out loud. Just
like me and Papa and our household supplies. Except I kept the information in
my head.


“The temple cattle?” Kay queried.


“A dozen of the cargo boats you’ll use after the river
rises to move stone between Tura and Giza will arrive here in a couple of days
to transport them to Ptah’s temple in Ineb–hedj.”


“Very good. How’s our store of grain, Kaninisut?”


Kaninisut rose hesitantly, his eyes lowered. His face
turned deep red. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else. “Three of your granaries
are empty, My Lord.”


“What!” Kay cried. He slammed his fist on his table,
so hard his cup of wine overturned and spilled onto table and floor.


I jumped.


A broad smile creased Iufaa’s face.


The news must be distressing if Kay had forgotten his
rival’s presence.


“My barley was doing exceptionally well when I left
for Giza before the harvest!” Kay thundered. “My granaries should be overflowing!”


A girl hurriedly placed another cup of wine beside Kay’s
plate. Another crawled under his table and retrieved the one that had fallen. A
third hurriedly wiped up what had spilled on the ground with a length of linen.


“The boat we sent to Giza with the king’s share of the
crop capsized within sight of our quay, My Lord,” Kaninisut said. “We had to use
the estate’s share to make up the loss. Three granaries worth.”


“The boat?” Kay snapped.


“Yes, My Lord.”


“We always use two to make deliveries to Giza, not one.
Why did the boat tip over?” Kay asked, his voice clipped.


“Too much grain, improperly loaded, My Lord.”


“Don’t you know how to judge a boat’s capacity and
balance after being an overseer for so many years?”


Kaninisut looked down at his feet. “Yes, My Lord,” he
replied in a small voice.


Kay stared at him for a long time. Then awareness
seemed to dawn. “You didn’t decide to use one boat instead of two, did you, Kaninisut.”


“No, My Lord,” he said in a voice barely audible.


Kay leaned forward so he could see his son on the far
side of Iufaa. “Nebit?”


“I thought it was ridiculous to use more than one,” Nebit
said defensively. “If the boat’s captain hadn’t been inept…”


“It’s not the captain I judge inept!” Kay was furious.
“You expect to succeed me some day, Boy? Keep making stupid decisions like that
and Ahmes will take my place, not you, the same way he replaced you at Tura!” He
looked like he wanted to say more but caught sight of the grinning Iufaa and stopped
himself. No doubt he wasn’t going to berate or harangue his son further in
front of us. But he would later. Of that I was sure.


Iufaa was delighted by Nebit’s discomfort, and Kay’s
anger, and the grain shortfall.


Nebit glared at Ahmes. As if Ahmes had been
responsible for Nebit’s poor decision about the grain, or his lack of effort at
Tura.


All at once it struck me that Kay’s pronouncement had just
compromised Papa’s plan to award me to the highest bidder. With a growing sense
of excitement, I realized Nebit no longer had anything to offer Papa, because
Kay had just threatened to take away his inheritance. With no opponent to
bargain against, Iufaa would be able to name his price. What incentive would he
have to offer Papa anything in return for me? At least, anything Papa might
actually want? In fact, Iufaa could simply threaten to take Papa’s job away if
Papa didn’t hand me over. I also realized there was now someone standing
between Papa and Iufaa’s extortion – Ahmes. Kay’s threat had just given him considerable
leverage. With the likelihood he’d succeed Kay and gain his position and wealth,
Ahmes was now a more viable future husband for me than Nebit. I didn’t doubt
for an instant Ahmes would give Papa anything Papa wanted in return for me.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t count on Papa figuring out the new state of affairs
on his own. He tended to focus on the way he wanted things to be and ignore
reality. I was going to have to explain everything to him. Suddenly, I was more
hopeful about my future than I’d been in years.


Kay took a deep breath, calmed himself, moved on. “How
was the grape harvest, Seshemu?”


Kaninisut sank to his seat, drenched with sweat,
relieved.


“Excellent, My Lord!” Seshemu replied brightly,
popping to his feet. “One hundred jars more of wine than last year. I checked
the papyri going back to the founding of this estate. We’ve never produced so
much in a single season.”


“Splendid! The king will be pleased. He prefers my
wine to every other estate’s in the delta. You’ve heard him tell me so, haven’t
you Iufaa?”


Iufaa shrugged. “If he did I wasn’t paying attention.”


“Or he was busy draining his cup,” Ahmes leaned over
and whispered to me.


I stifled a laugh.


Kay called on the next overseer, who stood and began
making his report.


One of the serving girls purposefully brushed against
Ahmes as she leaned over and poured him more wine. She smiled at him prettily.
She wasn’t the only girl who’d been blatantly showing interest in him during
the meal. I fought down a bit of jealousy. Since Ahmes was from this estate these
girls probably knew him well. And he them.


Ahmes thanked her in her native tongue.


“You know the speech of Ta–Seti?” I asked, surprised.


“I grew up with the children of Kay’s servants. King
Sneferu enslaved their parents when he invaded the lands south of the cataract.
They taught me. But how did you know what language I was speaking?”


“I’ve picked up a few phrases from boat captains and
sailors. Enough to get by.” I sipped at my freshly–poured wine.


Kay continued to question his overseers. He called on
Perisen. Perisen was nervous. He launched into his report about the estate’s
flax. I tuned him out, and the next couple of overseers. What they had to say
didn’t particularly interest me. My meal did, however, and I gave it my full
attention.


“Your cousin’s staring at us,” Ahmes whispered as I
finished my last bite of honey–covered bread. “The one I threw overboard.”


I smiled at Userbat as sweetly as I could and he
scowled.


“He’d be apoplectic if he knew I loved you,” I
whispered back. “Can we sneak off somewhere tonight and be alone? We need to
talk.”


“After we visit Mother,” Ahmes replied. “There’s a
place…”


“We’ll meet in my records room to work on the schedule
immediately after we break our fast in the morning,” Kay announced,
interrupting our plotting. “Iufaa, Pakhar, Ahmes – I’ll see you then. Uhemka –
I want my best scribes ready.”


“Yes, My Lord.”


“Nebit, join me in my room. Now!”


Nebit muttered something under his breath.


Iufaa laughed out loud.


I rose from my chair, glanced at Kay. He was going to
be surprised when I appeared in the records room in the morning to help create the
schedules along with Papa. I wondered if he’d let me stay or dismiss me out of
hand. Well, in a few hours I’d find out.


 


 


***


 


 


“Ahmes!”


A woman leaped to her feet beside the fire in front of
a hut in the middle of the cluster on the slope of the turtleback and ran to
him. I guessed her to be in her late forties, hair beginning to gray, lines
emanating from the edges of her eyes. Her linen skirt was exceptional, as befit
the woman in charge of the estate’s weavers. She hugged Ahmes tightly. I hung
back a little, with Perisen. He’d walked with us from Kay’s house. A girl,
probably fourteen or fifteen, was sitting cross–legged with her back resting
against the hut, cradling an infant in her arms. I wondered if the babe was
hers or a sibling. Several more girls, younger than the first, were on their
knees beside the fire grinding emmer into flour on flat oval stones, their skin
glistening. Grinding was hot sweaty work. One, perhaps twelve, the prettiest of
them, turned lively interested eyes on me. A couple of boys dashed by, the
first chasing the second. Ahmes’ younger brothers.


I realized all of Ahmes’ siblings must have been born
long after he’d left the estate. As little time as he spent in this part of the
valley, he must practically be a stranger to them.


Ahmes broke his mother’s embrace and stepped back. “Mother,
this is Maetkra, from Giza. Maetkra, this is my mother, Djedu.”


“Welcome to my home, My Lady,” she said with a slight
bow.


“I’m no ‘Lady,’” I laughed. “I’m an ordinary
seamstress.”


“Maetkra’s come with her father Pakhar for the
holiday,” Ahmes said. “Kay wants her to make him shendyts and kilts while she’s
here. We’ve come for a few bolts of linen.”


“Kemtet, fetch the two finest bolts from the storage
hut, the ones I’ve set aside for Kay,” Djedu ordered.


The girl I’d particularly noticed rose and dashed off
towards a nearby hut.


“Please, sit,” Djedu told me. “Would the two of you
like something to eat? Drink?”


“We ate with Kay,” Perisen growled. “For some reason
he made us report to him at dinner instead of in the records room.”


Kay had indeed been trying to impress Iufaa.


I sat cross–legged on the ground, with Ahmes between
me and Djedu.


“You haven’t been home in nine months,” Djedu said,
putting her arm around his shoulders. “I’ve missed you terribly.”


“I’ve been taking supplies to copper miners in the
Sinai and delivering their ore to Giza,” he replied. “I made three trips this
season.”


“How many men are in Kay’s mining crews these days?”
Djedu asked.


“Hundreds, including boatmen and potters and miners
and guards and hunters and water carriers and smelters and cooks and herdsmen
and such.”


“Kay’s crews?” I interrupted. “He operates
mines? I thought he just made deliveries.”


“He asked the king to appoint him overseer of Giza’s
waterway district, Ro–She Khufu, before construction of the harbor and canal
even started,” Djedu replied. “After the king put his son Ankhaef in charge instead,
Kay volunteered to extract copper from the Sinai, not just deliver it.”


“Supplying copper is more complex than operating the
harbor,” Ahmes noted.


“And critically important,” Djedu added.


Ahmes nodded. “After Vizier Hemiun and his architects designed
King Khufu’s pyramid it was clear an enormous amount of copper would be needed to
make tools. All of King Khufu’s predecessors had sent special expeditions to
the Sinai whenever they required copper. They didn’t maintain a permanent
presence at the Terraces of Turquoise.”


“Kay led several special expeditions to the mines when
Sneferu was king, before Ahmes was born,” Djedu said.


“Because of Kay’s experience, King Khufu put him in
charge of the Terraces,” Ahmes said. “Kay constructed river and sea fleets,
excavated harbors on the Eastern Sea and Sinai, obtained herds of donkeys, and dug
wells on the caravan route across the Eastern Desert. He even established a
pottery at the seaside harbor to make jars we fill with water from a spring to
deliver to the miners – there’s no fresh water in the Sinai mining district.”
Ahmes scratched a rough map of the valley in the dirt with a small stick. “I
load Kay’s boats with foodstuffs and clothing and tools and fuel and basic
supplies from the storehouses at Giza and estates and farms all over the
valley, sail to Hardai at the mouth of Wadi Arabah on the west bank of the
river, here…” – he pointed to the map – “unload them, then carry everything
overland on donkeys across the Eastern Desert to the king’s harbor at Wadi Jarf
on the shore of the Eastern Sea. That’s the longest part of the trip. It takes nearly
two weeks. I sail across the sea on the boats of Kay’s eastern fleet to the
landing in the Sinai, then deliver my supplies to the mines of the Terraces of
Turquoise in Wadi Maghara on donkey–back.” He traced a winding route across
that desert from seashore to mines. “I retrieve the copper ingots the miners have
smelted since my previous visit, then retrace my steps to Giza.”


“Will you be home very long?” Djedu asked.


“A few days, long enough to create a schedule for
making deliveries to Giza from Tura and elsewhere,” Ahmes replied.


Djedu looked disappointed.


“I’ll be at Tura for the next three months, Mother. The
mining season’s over. The Eastern Sea’s too rough to sail this time of year.”


“You abandoned the Terraces?”


“Pretty much. At the end of my last trip my men disassembled
Kay’s boats and placed them in storage galleries we excavated years ago near
the eastern harbor. I led Kay’s miners and sailors across the Eastern Desert to
the river. We sailed to Tura. I left them there. The miners will quarry cladding
stone during the inundation. I’ll oversee the loading of the blocks onto boats.
Kay’s sailors will operate the vessels between Tura and Giza.”


“Loading at Tura used to be Nebit’s job,” Djedu confided
to me.


“Is that why he doesn’t like you?” I asked Ahmes.


“Among other reasons.”


“Kay took Ahmes under his wing when Ahmes was young
because Kay appreciated his initiative,” Djedu said proudly. “Something Nebit hasn’t
ever demonstrated. Nebit is jealous of the attention Kay pays Ahmes, and the
responsibility he gives him.”


“Speaking of initiative, why did Iufaa come with you?”
Perisen asked Ahmes. “What does he know about unloading stone? He coasts along as
quay overseer simply because he’s related to the king. Other men do his work
for him.”


“My papa,” I said. And me.


“If I ever figure out why Iufaa’s here I’ll let you
know,” Ahmes answered.


Kemtet stepped into the firelight burdened with bolts
of linen. They were nearly as big as her. “Will this do?” she asked, setting a
bolt on the ground beside me.


I inspected it closely. “This is higher quality than
most linen produced at Giza,” I told Kemtet and Djedu admiringly. “Why, it’s
almost fit for the royal family.”


Djedu smiled. “I wove these particular bolts myself.”


“Do you weave year–round?” I asked.


“No. We grow only enough flax to outfit the estate’s
workers. Half a dozen girls turn our flax into yarn, and half a dozen women weave
on three looms during the inundation when there’s not much else to do. My
seamstresses spend those months creating the entire year’s supply of clothing. I
distribute it to the estate’s workers and Kay’s family at the beginning of the
planting season. The rest of the year my weavers and seamstresses work on other
tasks.”


“Is all of your linen as wonderful as this?”


Djedu shook her head no. “Just the bolts we weave for Kay’s
household. We make far more durable fabric for our workers, to stand up to wear
and tear in the fields and marshes and on the water.”


“Just like at Giza,” I said. “Except there we weave and
sew year–round, since we receive flax from estates all over the delta. Some
women turn it into yarn and others weave it into linen in their homes. As you
can imagine, the quality varies greatly.”


“I imagine linen made by the laziest women goes to the
lowliest workers,” Djedu said.


I nodded. “I work in the House of Weaving. A dozen of
us spend every day of the year, except holidays, either making or repairing
clothing for pyramid workers.”


“I mend year round too,” Kemtet piped up.


“As do all my daughters, except the infant,” Djedu
said. “My husband oversees everything – from the planting and harvesting of the
flax to the handing out of finished clothing to the workers and their families.”


“But you directly oversee the making of yarn and linen?”
I guessed.


“I do. What do men know about that?”


Perisen shrugged.


Ahmes rose. “We should get you and the linen back to
the house, Maetkra. I’ll walk you there. Then I’ll be back, Mother. You’ll have
a pallet ready for me?”


“Of course. But we’re going to have a very long talk
before you use it.”


We didn’t head directly to Kay’s house. After a short
walk Ahmes and I seated ourselves on the darkened crest of the hill not far from
the north end of the house, our arms touching. I leaned against him, rested my
head against his shoulder. The moonlight was so bright we could see each other
clearly. We linked fingers. The campfires of the workers’ huts twinkled on the
slope below us. Above, the stars traced a river of light across the sky. The
river sparkled in the distance, the scent of water and mud carried to us by the
wind that stirred the tall grass on every side. I looked up at Ahmes. Our eyes
met. He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close and bent his head
and kissed me. I responded, eagerly, urgently. We hadn’t been alone since the
end of the inundation three quarters of a year ago. I’d missed the feel of his
body against mine, the strong arms wrapped around me, the warmth of his skin,
his caresses.


“I’m going to ask Papa to let us marry before we
return to Giza,” I informed Ahmes when we broke our embrace. I’d decided to at
dinner, the moment Kay threatened to make Ahmes his successor, kept it bottled
up until now. But, alone with the man I loved, I couldn’t contain my excitement.


“I wish!” Ahmes exclaimed. “But Pakhar will say no, Maetkra.
I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. But he will.”


“I love you too.” I kissed him again.


He brushed my hair from my face, gently. “You’ve told
me a hundred times Pakhar is determined to become a courtier. You’ve told me he’s
going to give you to one, as wife, to raise his status. Why would he let us
marry? I’ll never be a courtier. Pakhar will never agree to me.”


“Actually, Papa expects to auction me off to either
Iufaa or Nebit while we’re here on the estate,” I reported.


Ahmes drew his breath in sharply. “So why tantalize me
with talk of marriage, Maetkra? Our fates are already sealed.”


“Weren’t you listening to Kay at dinner?” I asked
pointedly. “He said if Nebit continues to make mistakes he’ll put you in his
place and make you his successor. That uncertainty robbed Nebit of any
resources he could possibly use to compete against Iufaa.”


“So Pakhar will have no choice but to give you to
Iufaa.”


“Not if I have any say in the matter. Look, Ahmes. We
both know Nebit will make mistakes. Many more mistakes. Serious ones. It’s in
his nature. So Kay will eventually push Nebit aside and make you his heir. Then
you will be a courtier. You’ll operate Kay’s delivery network. You’ll
operate his estates. The king will rely on you. I’ll convince Papa that’ll
happen, that you’ll be important enough to help him rise higher. Papa likes you
a lot more than he likes Iufaa.”


“Even if Kay was serious, which he wasn’t, Nebit won’t
yield his inheritance to me without a fight,” Ahmes argued.


“Why don’t you think Kay was serious?” I probed. “He
exploded in front of Iufaa, his rival. Didn’t doing that reveal Kay’s true
intention?”


“I think it’s complicated, Maetkra. Kay is deadly
serious when it comes to properly serving the king. Nebit knows that. So what
if Kay’s threat is enough to wake up or embarrass or scare Nebit into taking
his work seriously from now on? Nebit hates me. He may turn his life around
just to spite me.”


“Do you really think he’s capable of changing?”


Ahmes reflected for a long time, took a deep breath. “Not
really.”


“Then I’m going to ask Papa,” I said determinedly. “He
detests Nebit. He heard Kay’s threat. He likes you. Kay’s already replaced Nebit
with you once – at Tura. Papa will be able to picture you as a courtier.”


“Maybe…”


“You know the talisman Papa wears around his neck?”


“Of course. Rather a strange object.”


“Papa believes it was given to my family by the falcon
god himself, thousands of years ago.”


“Really?” Ahmes asked skeptically. “Do you believe him,
Maetkra?”


“Of course not. But please don’t tell Papa,” I said
hurriedly. “I pretend I do to humor him. Frankly, his belief is the root of my
current trouble. That talisman and my family’s ancient stories and the dream
about the banquet I’ve told you about are why he believes he deserves to be
part of the king’s household. That’s why he’s determined to marry me to a
courtier. Anyway, when Papa dies the talisman will be mine. I’ll eventually pass
it on to the most deserving of my children.”


“Children? How many?” Ahmes teased.


My face grew hot. “Many. But the point is, Ahmes, one
of my children will bear the talisman. You’re an exceptional man. I’ll convince
Papa you’re exactly the man the falcon god would want to be the father of my
successor.”


“Let’s assume Pakhar agrees to let us marry,” Ahmes
said.


“Yes! Let’s assume he does!” I replied
enthusiastically.


“Kay’s young enough he won’t step aside for years, no
matter who he picks to take his place. So I’ll continue to spend most of the
year traveling to and from the Sinai, far from the harbor and this estate. How
are we to live? You at Giza, me on the river, together only during the
inundation?”


“I’ll go with you, of course,” I said.


“The desert’s no place for a woman.”


“The barbarians who live in the Sinai that you’ve told
me about, the Shasu – are they all men? Aren’t there women and children in
their bands?”


“Of course.”


“Then women can live in the desert. Ahmes, I’m not
going to marry you so I can live apart from you. Surely your miners and boatmen
and drovers need clothing. I’m a seamstress. I can be useful. And I’m a healer,
too. I’ve been taking care of my neighbors who’ve been injured working on the
pyramid for years. Don’t your men ever require healing?”


“All the time. It falls to me. I’ve gained some
rudimentary knowledge.”


“I’ll take that burden from you. I’ll be seamstress,
healer, companion – wife.”


“You drive a hard bargain, Maetkra.”


“Not so hard.” I put my hands on his shoulders, pulled
him down to me, kissed his lips softly.


“No. Not so hard,” he said.


“What are you two doing?”


I jumped. Nebit. Had he chanced to be passing by and drawn
near at the sound of our voices? Or had he been actively spying on Ahmes and me?
I wouldn’t put it past him. He was a cunning and sneaky man. I wondered how
much he’d overheard. He was so desperate to marry me that if he’d discovered I
intended to approach Papa about marrying Ahmes he’d likely try to sabotage me.
I was convinced of it. “Retrieving bolts of linen, as Kay ordered,” I replied
matter–of–factly to gauge his reaction. “We’re resting. They’re heavy.”


“Too heavy for Ahmes to carry?” Nebit scoffed.


Maybe he hadn’t heard everything. Or maybe he was
trying to throw me off guard, pretending he hadn’t.


Nebit moved around in front of us, looked down at us,
his face shadowed, for the moon was behind him. “Go back to your Mother, Ahmes,”
he ordered. “I don’t want you bothering Maetkra again while you’re on my
estate. Do you understand? I’ll see her to the house.”


Ahmes rose. He was much taller than Nebit, especially
standing higher on the slope. He looked down on him. “I’ll see Maetkra home, Nebit,”
he said, unperturbed. “You have no authority over me on Kay’s estate.”


That infuriated Nebit. “We’ll see about that. First
you take my position at Tura, and now you’re trying to take Maetkra from me?”


“I don’t belong to you,” I said heatedly.


“Oh, but you will, and soon,” Nebit assured me. “I can
make Pakhar’s life miserable if he doesn’t give you to me.”


“I don’t see how,” Ahmes said calmly. “Pakhar works
for Iufaa, not you. There’s no love lost between you and Iufaa. Why would he
help you marry a woman he wants just as badly? Or are you so blind you haven’t
seen the way he looks at Maetkra?”


“Well, Iufaa won’t have Maetkra either,” Nebit
spluttered impotently. “He’s a lazy old man.” He poked a finger into Ahmes’
chest. “You see her home tonight. But after that, leave her alone.” Then he
spun on his heel and headed towards the house.


I stifled a laugh.


“Don’t underestimate Nebit,” Ahmes warned. “He may be
incompetent when it comes to actual work, but he’s vicious and ambitious and
devious when it comes to getting what he wants. We have to assume he heard
everything we said before he revealed his presence.”


“He knows we love each other?”


“I’d guess so. And that your father expects to auction
you to either him or Iufaa. And that you’re going to speak to your father about
us. Which means he’ll do everything in his power to keep us apart.”


“Let him try, Ahmes. I’ve spent my whole life bending
Papa to my will without him even realizing it. He won’t be able to resist me
now, not in something so important. No matter what Nebit says or does.”


Ahmes kissed me again. “I want you, Maetkra. Badly. So
I’m going to put my faith in you. At least for tonight, I’m going to let myself
believe that when we leave this estate you’ll be going with me to Tura, and
after the inundation on to the Sinai.”


“And I’m going to let myself believe I’m going to be
your wife.” I kissed him again.


 


 


***


 


 


When Papa and I entered the records room the next
morning half a dozen scribes were seated cross–legged on the floor, closely
examining numerous sheets of papyrus. Kay was already there, and Iufaa, and
Ahmes, and, unfortunately, Nebit. I could hardly stand to look at him; our
confrontation of the night before was still fresh in my mind. The records room
was bright and airy; one end opened onto the garden and captured the slight
breeze. Wooden boxes along the back wall held hundreds of scrolls, filed vertically.
No wonder Kay needed so many scribes. The Administrative House in Akhet Khufu held
far more records, of course, but building a pyramid was a much larger and more
complicated enterprise than operating an estate. Uhemka was busily apportioning
additional scrolls to the scribes as we entered. A young boy was sweeping up
the remains of the mud sealings that had secured them.


“Did Vizier Hemiun send all these scrolls to you from Giza,
My Lord?” I asked Kay.


He laughed. “A few. The rest are from my other estates.”


“Other estates? You have more than this one?”


“Forty, more or less, scattered throughout the valley.”


“My Lord?” I was amazed.


So, too, was Iufaa. He apparently had no idea of the
extent of Kay’s holdings.


Kay led me to a wall adjacent to the boxes of scrolls.
A large sheet of papyrus was affixed. “This is a map of the valley,” he told
me. “Ahmes created it.”


Ahmes bowed slightly.


“There’s no one who knows the valley better, not even
me,” Kay said.


Nebit glared at Ahmes.


“These black dots represent my estates,” Kay continued.
“See – one a day’s journey north of here at Per–Wadjet near the seacoast, several
in the upper valley at Tjeni and Nubt and Nekhen, one quite near the trail that
leads across Wadi Hammamat to the Eastern Sea – greywacke and gold and
seashells come from that region – a handful in the middle of the valley, a dozen
near Saqqara and Meidum. Plus a few villages granted my ancestors by various
kings. The oldest have been in my family for twenty generations, since Narmer’s
time. But this estate is my largest and my family’s original.”


“If you’ll forgive my asking, My Lord, why do you need
so many?”


“Three will support the priests of my funerary cult
after I’m dead. Others support the cults of my father and grandfather and great–grandfather
and so on. One supports my dead wife’s. Half a dozen supply my miners and
sailors with food and materials. Each estate also provides for the men and
women who staff it. About half of what it produces directly supports the household
of the king.”







“Such as My Lord Iufaa?” I asked, glancing at him.


Kay nodded.


“Whether they deserve support or not,” Nebit muttered.


“What about the rest of the symbols and lines on the
map?” I asked.


“They mark quarries, supply depots, temples and
shrines my men deliver to and from,” Kay replied. “The lines are the supply
routes.”


Ahmes stepped to the map. “Here’s where I spend much
of the year, Maetkra.” He pointed. “This is Hardai, the river landing I told
you about last night. This trail leads from there across the Eastern Desert to
the harbor on the Eastern Sea – the dots are waterholes and camping places.
Over here, in the Sinai, in the midst of wadis, are the Terraces of Turquoise
and the king’s copper mines.”


“I have so much to learn about the valley beyond Giza,”
I confessed.


“Perhaps you will some day,” Kay said. “Now, run along.
You can work on my clothing today. Djedu gave you linen last night?”


“She did, My Lord. We had a nice visit. Her linen is
very high–quality.”


“Neferuptah will show you to a workroom.” Kay turned
to Uhemka. “Have you assigned a scribe to assist Pakhar?”


“Niptah, My Lord.”


A man stepped forward from the midst of the scribes.
He looked to be in his mid–thirties, a scribe of great experience.


“I don’t need a scribe, My Lord,” Papa said hurriedly.
“Maetkra can assist me.”


“A girl?” Niptah snorted disdainfully, looking me up
and down. “Girls don’t read and write.”


“Maetkra does,” Papa said.


Kay looked at me. “Pakhar didn’t tell you about my
titles,” he accused. “You read them on my boat, didn’t you.”


“Yes, My Lord,” I said sheepishly.


“My Lord…” Uhemka said, distressed. “Letting a girl
help would be highly irregular.”


“I agree,” Kay said. “Scheduling isn’t woman’s work. Even
for one who can read. So, run along, Maetkra.”


Papa’s going to be lost
without me.


“Actually, My Lord, Maetkra and I have been
reconciling delivery scrolls in the Administrative House at Giza for several
years,” Ahmes interjected. “She’s as competent as any scribe I’ve ever worked
with, and much better than most.”


“Maetkra knows the boat captains and head men of the
unloading crews as well as I do,” Papa added quickly. “She can help us create
the schedules, not just record them.” He tilted his head at me.


I opened the leather pouch I was carrying, pulled out
a papyrus scroll made of many sheets joined together, knelt, unrolled it, spread
it flat on the floor. I looked up at Kay. “This is a list of your boats and Papa’s
crews, and the four quays at Giza that Papa’s assigned each of them to use. I
prepared it under his direction.” A necessary fiction. Actually, I’d made the
assignments. I had a far better grasp of the complexities of moving stone
between Tura and Giza than Papa did.


Kay squatted beside me, carefully studied the sheet. “You
really did all this?”


“Yes, My Lord.”


“You won’t be needed, Niptah,” Kay said decisively.


Niptah was clearly offended. “I’ll be close by when
you do,” he huffed. “Who ever heard of a girl…”


“You’ve surprised me,” Kay said. He gazed at Papa. “Pleasantly.
Both of you.”


I glanced at Ahmes. He looked bemused. That he’d come
to my defense was amazing. That Kay had changed his mind because of Ahmes was a
good sign too. It increased the odds that Papa would believe Ahmes would in
fact someday succeed Kay, and let us marry.


We seated ourselves on the floor, facing Kay. Iufaa took
a chair some distance away. He was obviously going to observe, not participate,
for Papa actually did his work for him and he had no clue about how the harbor
actually functioned. Nebit was also observing; I had no idea why. I could only
assume he was keeping an eye on me and Ahmes.


“Vizier Hemiun has charged us with delivering two
hundred forty blocks of cladding stone from Tura to Giza every day during the
inundation,” Kay told us, his tone now business–like. “I have a dozen cargo
boats which will need to be loaded and unloaded. As you said, Maetkra, there
are four quays set aside for the purpose at both sites.”


“Which leaves two more for irregular deliveries of
granite and other stone from Abu and the middle part of the valley,” Ahmes
interjected.


“It takes a crew four hours to load a boat and four to
unload, and three hours for each boat to sail from Tura to Giza thanks to the
strong northerly current,” Papa said. “Assuming the first wave of four boats is
loaded and ready to sail from Tura every day at dawn, the second wave five
hours later, and the third wave five hours after that, the last four boats will
have enough time to return to Tura from Giza before sunset.”


“So we have four loading crews to manage at Tura and six
unloading crews to manage at Giza, accounting for the two quays we’ll use for
non–Tura deliveries,” Kay said.


“I know roughly when boats will set out from each
quarry in the South and how long it’ll take them to arrive at Giza,” Ahmes
said. “Should be easy enough to incorporate them in the schedule.”


“Can you imagine trying to coordinate so many vessels and
crews in the centuries before King Netjeryket put together a standard calendar?”
Kay asked. “Without it, how would we ever communicate dates clearly over such a
vast distance?”


“One of the innovations building pyramids has brought
to the valley,” Ahmes said.


I gathered my courage. “Pardon me, My Lord… It seems
to me we could move even more stone daily if we added four cargo boats to your
fleet. As long as the last four departed Tura with enough daylight to reach Giza
they could be unloaded after dark. They wouldn’t need to return to Tura until
the next morning, since they wouldn’t be reloaded until afternoon. We wouldn’t
need any additional loading and unloading crews to handle them. We could even
use the crews from the other two quays on days they aren’t receiving stone on
the four main quays, to make the unloading faster. And there’d be a third more
stone delivered to Giza during the season than otherwise.”


Kay made the calculation in his head. He pondered for
a moment. “An excellent idea, Maetkra. Hemiun will be delighted. Let’s develop our
schedule based on it.” He picked up a reed from a scribe’s box, glanced at us. “Shall
we begin?”


 


 


***


 


 


“That’s enough for today,” I muttered to myself. I’d
eaten dinner several hours ago and had returned alone to Kay’s records room to
make copies of the finalized schedule. The room was lit by a single bowl of oil
on the floor next to my knee. My shadow danced on the walls as I rolled my
tight shoulders to loosen them. I set the sheet of papyrus I’d been inscribing on
the floor, scattered a bit of sand on it to dry the ink, then lifted it and
blew the excess off. By midday tomorrow, I estimated, between Ahmes and me, we’d
be able to finish making the copies for boat captains and overseers of the loading
and unloading crews that would be carried by Kay’s messengers to harbors and
quarries throughout the valley. I’d returned to work immediately after dinner tonight
simply to avoid being corralled by either Nebit or Iufaa. Working on schedules
or sewing for Kay were the only ways I had to escape their zealous attempts to
monopolize my time. They’d fought each other openly over me after dinner the
past two evenings. That had, of course, delighted Papa, who considered his
bargaining position to be improving. My only respite from them had been my visit
with Ahmes’ family in the workers’ huts on the slope below Kay’s house the
night of our arrival.


I hadn’t yet approached Papa about marrying Ahmes. I
was waiting for Nebit to make a move first. I wanted to be able to counter whatever
argument he made for himself and against Ahmes, not defend my own. So far Nebit
had kept his own counsel. Either he’d given me up – which I doubted, given his hatred
for Ahmes and rivalry with Iufaa – or he hadn’t been able to come up with a
convincing reason for Papa to make me his wife, as uncertain as his future was.


The linen wick in the guttering bowl petered out.


I stood and went outside to the edge of the garden and
looked skyward. The just–past full moon was so bright it practically washed out
the stars. A warm breeze swept across the garden, making the plants sway and
the palm fronds rhythmically clack. A few birds chittered restlessly, and
insects buzzed. Frogs croaked in the rushes lining the pool, a dozen or more.


“I’ll grant you the title of quay overseer at Giza,
Pakhar!”


I recognized Iufaa’s voice. He was practically bellowing.


I turned towards the sound and saw three figures close
together in a shadowed cluster of acacia trees in the far corner of the garden,
two of them gesturing wildly. I was being fought over, publicly and very loudly.
I was appalled. I should have spoken to Papa sooner and headed this off. I hadn’t
expected him to put me up for bid tonight.


“You’ll live in my house in Akhet Khufu instead of in
the workers’ village, Pakhar,” Iufaa cajoled. “You’ll be attended by my
servants. You’ll eat the finest food, wear the finest clothes. You’ll carry a
staff of office. You’ll want for nothing!”


“I’ll put you in charge at Tura in place of Ahmes,
once I take over from Father.”


That was Nebit, interrupting, countering Iufaa.


“I’ll give you an estate near Ineb–hedj, too,” Nebit
shouted, trying to drown out an objecting Iufaa. “You’ll control it, Pakhar.
You’ll have many servants and overseers of your own working for you, not
servants loyal to Iufaa. You won’t be dependent on anyone. You’ll be master in
your home. Just give me Maetkra to wife.”


I was embarrassed and enraged. Nebit had obviously
overheard everything Ahmes and I said the other night. Bargaining with Papa for
me in this setting had to have been Nebit’s idea, designed specifically to
remove Ahmes from consideration as my husband, making Iufaa his only
competition. Ahmes had warned me Nebit was cunning; this was proof. He’d cut
Ahmes out of the bargaining entirely. Only Iufaa and Nebit were involved now. Ahmes
was irrelevant. He’d never be able to offer Papa anything to compare with what
Iufaa and Nebit had just offered. Whatever chance I’d had of becoming Ahmes’
wife was dead and buried, thanks to Papa’s greed and Nebit’s and Iufaa’s lust. Realization
washed over me, filled me with dread. I wasn’t a woman or daughter. I was the
prize in an auction between two competitors I couldn’t stand. I wondered how
many of Kay’s overseers and servants were listening and laughing at me this
very moment. I’d never felt so humiliated in my life. I’d never be able to face
anyone on this estate again.


“Bah!” Iufaa exclaimed sharply. “You can’t give what
isn’t yours, Nebit! Everyone knows Kay’s going to turn his position and estates
over to Ahmes. He’s been training him to take over for years. He flat out told
you so in front of me at dinner the other night! Everyone knows you’re
incompetent and lazy and unambitious and a fool.” He laughed. “Who’s stupid
enough to overload a boat with grain?”


“Ahmes is the son of a weaver!” Nebit insisted
angrily, his voice rising, ignoring Iufaa’s insults to him and focusing on his hated
rival instead. “He’s inconsequential! He doesn’t have Father’s blood. Father
will never replace me with Ahmes!”


“Enough of this!” Iufaa snarled. “Pakhar, I want
Maetkra.” His shadowed figure was standing chest to chest with Papa, shaking
his finger angrily in his face. “I’ve been telling you so for months. Making me
barter for her against this… this useless son of a second–rate official is
absurd. I can give you everything you want. Plus an unassailable position. This…
pup can’t. I’m done waiting. Time for you to decide. Will you give Maetkra to
me as wife or not?”


“Wait until morning. I’ll convince Father to
officially name me his heir, Pakhar,” Nebit whined. “I’ll give you everything I
promised immediately, and even more after he dies.”


“Ridiculous!” Iufaa cried. “Kay will never name you
his heir, Nebit. He’s many things, but he’s not an idiot.”


“Neither of you has offered me enough for Maetkra yet,”
Papa said calmly, though loudly, talking over them. “She’s worth far more than
any woman in this land.”


“Ridiculous!” Nebit snapped. “It’s too late for you to
try to drive up her price.”


“The talisman around my neck was given to my ancestor
by the falcon god himself! It’ll one day pass to her. My family is blessed!
Maetkra is blessed! Her child – one of your children, Nebit, Iufaa – will be
blessed.”


“Blessed? What’ll that get me? I agree with Nebit – you’re
being ridiculous,” Iufaa said.


“One of my ancestors was responsible for putting
Narmer on the throne,” Papa insisted. He was dredging up the old stories that
fed his delusion now. “His daughter was the great wife of Narmer’s son, Aha. Another
ancestress, Merneith, ruled the land as regent for her son, Den, also an
ancestor. When it comes down to it, my pedigree is better than either of yours.”


“Says the stone mason,” Iufaa scoffed. “You’d still be
dragging blocks of stone up the side of the pyramid if not for my generosity.”


“I do say,” Papa replied haughtily. “And you have no
grounds to dispute me. So, I’ll give each of you until midday tomorrow to sweeten your offers. If you don’t there are plenty of other unattached officials at
  Giza who’d be more than happy to marry Maetkra. Including a few who already
have wives.”


Could this get any worse for me?


“I outrank them all!” Iufaa exclaimed. “None of them
will try to take Maetkra from me!”


There was a long pause. The three men were eyeing each
other, as near as I could tell, sizing each other up, at least two of them
angry. I was breathing hard, my heart pounding, my face hot with shame. Papa
was doing what he’d always threatened – using me to elevate himself. By
tomorrow I’d be married to either Iufaa or Nebit. Didn’t really matter which –
I hated them equally. Right now I even hated Papa. Why couldn’t he be content
with what he had? Why did he have to deny me Ahmes, the man I loved above all
else? Why did he have to ruin my life?


“I’ve already made you the best offer you’re going to
get, Pakhar,” Iufaa resumed coldly. “Nebit has nothing to counter me, despite
his braggadocio. So here’s a threat instead of an offer. Promise me Maetkra this
instant, or the day we return to Giza I’ll put you on a crew dragging blocks of
stone up the pyramid ramp. Why make it hard on yourself? Give her to me.”


“What about the title? And living in your house in
Akhet Khufu? And the servants?”


“Too late now.”


Papa’s strategy had backfired. As I’d foreseen, Iufaa
had leverage and Papa had none. Nebit was irrelevant. Papa had misread the
situation and underestimated Iufaa. If Papa didn’t give in to Iufaa he’d be
worse off than he was now. Doing a job that had almost killed him once.


There was a long pause as Papa finally figured it out.
“Fine. She’s yours,” he said in a defeated voice.


“You can’t!” Nebit protested angrily.


“He can and he did!” Iufaa said triumphantly. “Go find
Maetkra, Pakhar. Right now! Send her to my room!”


Nebit laughed bitterly. “Good luck keeping her, Iufaa,”
he cried loudly. “She’s in love with Ahmes. They were draped all over each
other a couple of nights ago. Right here on this estate! Wasn’t the first time,
either, I gathered. She’ll run away with him the moment you’re not looking. Ahmes
has access to Father’s boats. He knows the entire valley. Once they disappear
from Giza you’ll never find them. Unless you lock her up at Akhet Khufu…”


I couldn’t stand to listen any longer. The ultimate
embarrassment. My love for Ahmes had just been revealed to the world in the
most awful way possible. Made out to be dirty and degrading, not the thing of
beauty it was. Nebit was right, though – I was going to run away from Iufaa.
And I wasn’t going to wait until after I was married either. I was going to
Ahmes this instant to tell him what had happened and convince him to steal one
of Kay’s boats and sail with me as far south as we could get. Tonight. Sickened,
I turned and blindly rushed along the edge of the garden towards the passageway
that led from the house onto the crest of the ridge below which was the hut of
Ahmes’ parents, my eyes filling with tears. Otherwise, if I stayed here in the
garden, in a few minutes Papa would come and drag me to Iufaa and my life would
be over. Ahmes’ face rose before me – Ahmes, the man I loved, the man I refused
to lose. I’d never felt so small and helpless and insignificant and dirty.


A few steps from the passageway I ran full–speed into Kay,
standing in the shadows.


I started to fall. He caught hold of me with both
hands, swung me around to keep me upright, pulled me close to stop my momentum,
then released me and set me on my feet. What was I supposed to do now? Every
moment I remained in Kay’s company I was a moment closer to becoming Iufaa’s
wife. But I could hardly push him aside and run through the passageway to
freedom. He’d raise the alarm. I’d be caught before I reached Ahmes. I had to
talk my way past Kay, and fast.


“You heard them?” I blurted, mortified, embarrassed,
too upset even to apologize to Kay for running into him.


“Impossible not to. Did you know Pakhar was going to pit
them against each other here on my estate?” Kay probed.


“Yes, My Lord,” I said bitterly. “Papa’s always been
obsessed with improving his status, but I never guessed he’d publicly bargain
me away like a cow or a measure of emmer. I’ve never been so humiliated in my
life.”


“You expected him to do it quietly?”


“All my friends have been married for years, My Lord,
every one of them to a man selected by her papa, every one to a stranger she
met for the first time when she went to live in his house. I always expected
that to be my fate. But, yes, I thought Papa would bargain me away quietly. I
thought he’d let me keep my dignity.”


“You’d prefer being married to a man you love?”


He’d heard Nebit accuse me of loving Ahmes. I wasn’t
going to deny it. “Who wants to spend their life married to a stranger, someone
who might be cold or indifferent or domineering or abusive?”


“Tell me, Maetkra – before this opportunity arose to
marry a member of the king’s household…”


“Opportunity?” I interjected harshly. “Before I was sentenced,
you mean.”


Kay smiled wryly. “Before you were sentenced to marry
a member of the king’s household, did you want to spend the rest of your life
in the workers’ village?”


“Of course not,” I replied, nervously looking over my
shoulder. So far Papa wasn’t in sight. “Ever since I was a young girl I’ve
dreamed of being a member of the king’s household and attending banquets in his
per’aa.”


Not surprisingly, Kay didn’t react.


“That must seem silly to you,” I acknowledged. “You’re
responsible for so much. You operate so many estates. You hold so many lives in
your hands. The king couldn’t build his pyramid without the copper you procure
or the stone you deliver, or feed his workers. My desire to be a courtier must
seem very trivial.”


“It does. It’s the same as my wife’s was.”


He wouldn’t have risen as high as he had if he wasn’t direct.
As much as his directness hurt I wouldn’t have believed him if he’d said
anything different. “How long has your wife been dead, My Lord, if you don’t
mind my asking?”


“Two years. The same disease carried off Nebit’s wife
a few months ago.”


“I’m sorry, My Lord.”


“If I name Nebit my heir and convince Pakhar to change
his mind would that make you happy, Maetkra? Or would you prefer Iufaa as your
husband?”


“Happy? You’re a man, My Lord. You’ll never be trapped
like me, subject to the whims and will of another. You don’t understand how
that feels. I won’t feel ‘happy’ with either of them. Disgusted is how I’ll
feel.”


“Would you at least be content, then, becoming
mistress of this estate?”


“As Nebit’s wife? With everyone laughing at me behind
my back because of what they just heard? Occupying my days overseeing servants
in your house? Bearing baby after baby for your son? After spending half my
life at Giza, at the harbor, the most fascinating place in the world? Content?
Hardly.”


“What would content you, Maetkra?”


The freedom to choose who
I want to be with. But Kay was clearly going to deny me that. I wasn’t
going to talk my way past him and flee to Ahmes. He was keeping me here with
him in the garden for a reason. “Since I’m going to be mistress of this estate
whether I want to or not…”


“You seem awfully certain,” Kay interrupted.


“You’ve obviously decided to select Nebit as my
husband.”


“Have I?”


“Must we play games, My Lord?” I asked plaintively. “Name
Nebit your heir and you’ll be able to talk Papa into giving me to him. Say nothing
and Papa’s bargain with Iufaa will stand.” And I’ll
be denied the man I truly want – the man Nebit and Iufaa and Kay and Papa all
know I want – Ahmes. “So, yes, you’re choosing my husband for me.”


“You’re sure I’ll pick Nebit?”


“You clearly hate Iufaa, My Lord. Marry me to Nebit
and you’ll be able to settle a score with your rival. I’m an object to you,” I
said bitterly, “a means to an end. Just like I am to Papa.”


“You’re even more intelligent than I’ve given you
credit for,” Kay said.


It was done. I was Nebit’s. But how could I submit to
him? Especially now, when he knew how I felt about Ahmes? He’d make me pay for
loving Ahmes every day for the rest of my life. But I couldn’t escape him. I
was doomed.


“If I choose Nebit you’ll be the second woman I’ve
kept out of Iufaa’s hands.” Kay sounded smug.


“My Lord?”


“My wife’s name was Hekenu. Her father Roy ran the
transportation network in the upper valley. As I told you the other day, our marriage
sealed the deal between our fathers to create a single valley–wide network. She
was twelve when we married, barely a woman, and I was twenty–one. And, like you
Maetkra, the choice wasn’t mine or Hekenu’s – it was made for us by our fathers.
Iufaa loved Hekenu and she loved him. Iufaa’s father and Roy had agreed in
principle on a future marriage – he was three years older than her. But my
father convinced Roy to change his mind. Roy gave her to me instead. Iufaa’s
held a grudge ever since. And so, frankly, did Hekenu. She loved Iufaa until the
day she died.”


“Now I understand why Iufaa despises you.”


“We’ve been rivals for more than thirty years,” Kay
said.


“And after so many decades you’re still competing with
him. Iufaa gained a position at Ro–She Khufu. That’s one of the reasons you
fought to operate the copper mines. Am I right, My Lord?” I asked.


“It’s extremely difficult to stand out among the king’s
courtiers, Maetkra. There are so many of us. I may have risen high but I’m not
content with my position. Just like your father isn’t content with his. I want
to become one of the Greatest of Tens some day – one of King Khufu’s closest
advisors. Something Iufaa will never be.”


“What are you going to do to make yourself stand out more
than you already have?”


“I haven’t quite figured that out,” Kay admitted. “Perhaps
this new schedule, moving far more stone than Hemiun expects, will be a start.”
He eyed me. “It’s obvious you developed the schedule, Maetkra. Pakhar is
excellent at carrying out orders but he doesn’t have the ability to envision
anything so complex. I’ve wondered for years who he was actually relying on.
Now I know. You’ve impressed me these past days in ways no woman ever has,
Maetkra. Few men, for that matter. Only Ahmes comes to mind.”


I heard a commotion in one of the wings of the house. Papa
was no doubt searching for me to take me to Iufaa. So, before he found me,
while there was still time, I had to at least try to carve out a tolerable future
for myself, one beyond simply making babies for a man I couldn’t stand. “Can we
get this over with, My Lord? Go tell Papa you’ve named Nebit your heir. Tell
Papa I’ve surrendered. Tell Nebit I’ll be waiting for him in my room. But give
him this warning – I’m not going to be subservient to him after we’re married.
I’m going to learn everything there is to know about this estate. And then I’m
going to run it instead of him.”


“A woman?” Kay laughed.


“You just complimented me on the schedule.”


“There’s a considerable difference between figuring
out a schedule and leading men. No overseer on this estate would ever obey you.
It’s against their nature.”


“Perhaps their nature needs to be adjusted,” I
snapped.


“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are when your
eyes are blazing the way they are right now?” Kay asked.


“Men tell me whatever they think I want to hear.”


“And is it ever? What you want?”


“Not so far, My Lord.”


Kay laughed once more. “You’re much too ambitious and
capable to waste your life married to Nebit, Maetkra.”


“You’re yielding me to Iufaa?” I was dumbfounded. “To
your rival. Really?”


“I didn’t say that either.”


That left only one possibility. A faint glimmer of
hope stirred in my heart. “The other night you threatened to name Ahmes your
successor in place of Nebit. Are you going to do it? And afterwards, are you
going to marry me to Ahmes instead of Nebit or Iufaa?”


Kay stiffened for a moment, then shook his head. “If I
did, Iufaa would go to the king, explain that Pakhar had given you to him and
that I’d interfered. The king would give you to Iufaa. He’d never let a
commoner take what belonged to a member of his household.” Kay stepped closer. “So
I’m going to marry you.”


I was stunned. For a moment I thought I’d misheard. “My
Lord?” I choked out.


“Do you consider me as awful as Nebit and Iufaa?”


I noted he hadn’t mentioned Ahmes. Now I wished I hadn’t.
Nothing good could come of having done it. “I’ve always admired you, My Lord,”
I said sincerely. “Truly, I have. Marrying you would be far more palatable than
marrying either of them.”


“Palatable?” Kay chuckled. I was amusing him.


“I won’t lie to you, My Lord. I don’t love you. And I
probably never will. Not like I…” I caught myself before I went further.


Kay smiled wryly. “It’s hard to love someone and lose
them.”


He’d spoken with sincerity. “Were you in love with
someone else when you were forced to marry Hekenu, My Lord?”


“I was.”


“I’m sorry for you then, My Lord.”


“To tell the truth, Maetkra, I can have just about any
woman in the valley I want, whenever I want. Almost any woman I know would marry
me if I asked.”


“Why don’t you?”


“They wouldn’t increase my status.”


“Neither will I.”


“True. But even though you’re common, Maetkra, you’re
coveted by any number of high–ranking men. My status won’t drop because I’ve
married you. In fact, I’ll be the envy of almost every courtier I know. And
deny you to my most hated rival.”


“Won’t the king take me away from you? Since Papa gave
me to Iufaa?”


“Iufaa’s nothing compared to me. He manages quays –
badly. The king relies on my estates to feed his workers and my boats and
caravans to keep the valley functioning. King Khufu won’t get involved in what
he’ll consider a petty grievance.”


“I’m a prize to you, My Lord, aren’t I. Nothing more.”


“I admit I do look forward to displaying you at court,
Maetkra. I’ve had my eye on you for a few years. I’d have eventually made a
conquest of you if tonight’s events hadn’t forced my hand.”


“You’re awfully sure of yourself.”


“Shouldn’t I be? Even as my concubine you’d be better
off than as a seamstress.”


“Aside from beauty, then, I bring nothing to this
marriage,” I said, dispirited. I felt myself slipping into a life of obscurity.


“Not necessarily. If what Pakhar told Iufaa and Nebit
is true, that your ancestors helped put Narmer on the throne, helped Aha and
Den rule, that your family is blessed by the falcon god, that your children
will be blessed…”


“Don’t believe any of it, My Lord,” I insisted. “Papa’s
convinced himself a bunch of old fables are true. There’s no way to prove any of
them are. He’s spouting nonsense.”


“It’s only nonsense if no one’s convinced what he says
is true, Maetkra. Our gods are nebulous, ethereal, ill–defined. Some are known
in a small portion of the valley, some in a single hamlet. Some are known all
the way from the cataract to the sea. Who’s to say if all of them exist, or
none?”


“A question I’ve asked myself often enough,” I
admitted.


“Thousands of people hold beliefs like your father’s,
though each about a different god. In fact, there’s a great controversy in the
king’s household concerning the gods right now. Some members are adherents of
Ptah, some of Re. Ptah is by far the older god, and more widespread, but Re is gaining
in popularity. The priests who support each are fighting hard to gain the upper
hand with the king, and the wealth and influence that goes with it. But no one
disputes the primacy of the falcon. He’s the most ancient god we know. He’s watched
over rulers in this valley since beyond memory. His blessing would set our
children apart.”


“You’ll expect me to give you children?”


“I’ll expect our marriage to be real in every way,
Maetkra. I have needs and desires. As I said, I would have made a conquest of
you. I promise – our children will be well taken care of, and you. You’ll have estates
enough to raise them in wealth after I die.”


“My Lord…”


“I’ll die decades before you, Maetkra. We won’t
pretend I won’t. At any rate, from this day forward you must proclaim
your heritage, proclaim your relationship with the falcon god. The court
needs to see you as special, Maetkra. My marrying you because you’re young and a
beauty will make men envy me but won’t enhance my status. Marrying you because
you’re blessed by our most important god will. You asked earlier how I was
going to stand out from the king’s courtiers? You’ve just given me an
additional way.”


“I understand, My Lord.”


Kay shook his head and smiled. “I think it’s time you
started calling me Kay, don’t you?”


I pressed my fingers to my temples. This was happening
so fast. As far as having children, I owed it to my ancestors to continue our
family line. I needed a man for that. Kay was a powerful man. Our union would
restore my family’s fortunes and keep me and my children out of poverty or
workers’ villages, and raise Papa’s status too. And keep me out of Iufaa’s and Nebit’s
hands. But I feared what my life was going to be like. “Do you expect me to be
subservient to you? Kay. The way I would be to Nebit or Iufaa?”


“What kind of question is that? Of course you will. You’re
a woman. What more could you possibly want than to be my wife? You’ll take over
from Neferuptah as mistress of the estate and make sure my household functions
efficiently. You’ll raise our children and look beautiful when we attend
banquets in the king’s per’aa.”


True obscurity and uselessness. But what choice did I
have? None, if my dream had truly come from the falcon god, as Papa believed.
My dream showed me as a courtier; I was on the brink of becoming one. I gazed
into Kay’s eyes, knowing that when I next spoke my life was going to be
transformed, knowing I’d be giving up Ahmes forever, knowing I had no
alternative but surrender, knowing I was settling for the least objectionable
of three potential husbands, knowing my life was going to be greatly diminished.
“I agree. Kay.”


“I realize this is an incredibly awkward and
unexpected start to a life together – for both of us,” Kay said, with a touch
of compassion. He took hold of my hand, raised it to his lips, kissed my
fingers. “Come with me now, Wife. To my room. Our room. Pakhar will probably be
up all night searching the estate for you. He won’t dare look in my private
quarters. It won’t even occur to him.” Kay laughed. “Can’t you just picture Iufaa
right now – pacing back and forth in his room, waiting for you to come to him,
getting angrier and more frustrated by the minute?”


I belonged to Kay now, yet he was focused on his
rival. I was truly nothing more than a prize to him. “Serves them both right,”
I said.


“Maetkra!” Papa called from not far away.


“Quickly! Before he catches us!” Kay whispered
urgently.


Terrified and relieved and incredibly sad I hurried with
Kay along the edge of the garden, quietly, sticking to the shadows. With every
step I felt myself shedding my old life, leaving Ahmes and love and cherished dreams
behind, moving towards an unexpected and unsought but, admittedly, promising
future. I was now the wife of a courtier. An important one. Not the husband I’d
wanted, but the one I now had. We reached Kay’s door. He opened it. I whispered
a prayer to the falcon god to watch over Ahmes. I’d never stop loving him. He’d
always have my heart. Kay couldn’t take that away from me. We went inside. Kay
closed the door behind us.


 


 


***


 


 


The men who’d come to the estate with me boarded the boat
that would carry them back to Giza at dawn the second day after my marriage. Kay
wasn’t about to waste any time making preparations before the inundation
reached Ro–She Khufu. He’d sent boats carrying messengers to deliver schedules
to captains and quarry masters in the farthest reaches of the valley beginning
at dawn yesterday. I embraced Papa on the quay; his happiness was beyond measure.
I’d never forget the look on his drawn and haggard face the morning after his
ill–fated bargaining session when I’d seated myself with Kay at his small table
to break my fast – nor that on Nebit’s or Iufaa’s or my cousins’. Iufaa had
been furious he’d lost me to his rival; he’d flipped his table over, scattering
the foodstuffs on it all the way to the garden, threatened Papa with loss of
his position, then disappeared until time to board the boat this morning. Kay
had assured me I shouldn’t worry about Papa; Iufaa wouldn’t stoop to doing
actual work and had no one to replace Papa with, and so his job was secure. Nebit
had stalked off after cursing Kay, livid his father had stolen me from him, betrayed.
My cousins had been baffled. I dutifully kissed Kay goodbye; he seemed
genuinely unhappy to be leaving me. He’d been unexpectedly gentle and attentive
the first two nights of our marriage despite his assurance I was subservient to
him; he’d made an awkward situation somewhat bearable and with him I’d felt
none of the dread Iufaa and Nebit had inspired, though our coming together had
been without emotion or passion on my part. I’d tolerated him, nothing more. That
whole night, and every moment since, my thoughts had been with Ahmes. There was
an emptiness within me now, a sense that part of me had been ripped away and
lost irretrievably. I smirked at Ak and Userbat triumphantly as they walked up
the gangplank; I’d never have to worry about either of them making their clumsy
advances again.


Ahmes nodded to me from his place in the stern next to
the steersman. He’d been as shocked as the rest when I appeared at breakfast
with Kay, and hurt far more deeply. Like me, his dreams had been crushed in an
instant. In contrast to Iufaa’s and Nebit’s outbursts, though, he’d had grace
enough to offer Kay and me his congratulations. Later that day, as we were making
the final copies of the schedules in the records room, he’d commented that at
least I’d escaped Iufaa. I knew knowledge of the bargaining in the garden was
widespread on the estate and inferred he’d learned about it from servants who’d
been lurking in the shadows. Those were the only words either of us spoke to
each other. Ahmes had clearly been in agony that we’d been wrenched apart,
especially after our foolish plan to marry. I knew he understood I wasn’t to
blame for becoming Kay’s wife but I couldn’t bring myself to explain how I’d
ended up with Kay instead of Iufaa. Just the thought of speaking to Ahmes, when
we’d been so close to happiness, choked me up and brought tears to my eyes. How
could I tell him I still loved him and always would? We were lost to each
other. How would that admission help? Better to leave things unsaid than speak
and make our situation even worse.


Ahmes gave the order to cast off.


As soon as the boat was in the center of the sluggish channel,
its sail billowed by the north wind – the river was low and flowed slowly just
before the inundation – I strode purposefully up the hill to the house. I was
mistress of this estate now. I intended to become familiar with every facet of it,
beginning immediately. I had no intention of sitting around, useless, waited on
by a plethora of servants, confining myself inside the house, despite what Kay
had said. I was going to create a useful role for myself and I wasn’t going to
let anyone stop me. I entered the house, passed through to the garden. Nebit’s
voice carried. He was pontificating in the records room and I slipped inside. He
was standing beside a table scattered with scrolls, giving directions to the estate’s
overseers. Half a dozen scribes were seated on the floor at one side of the
table, writing on sheets of papyrus spread across their laps, Uhemka walking
back and forth behind them, peering intently over their shoulders, probably to
ensure they were taking down Nebit’s instructions accurately.


Nebit spotted me. “What are you doing here?” he
snapped.


The overseers turned as one, stared at me, their faces
unfriendly, a few smiling at me mockingly.


“I’d like to observe.”


“Why? I’m in charge of this estate – all of Father’s estates.”


I didn’t appreciate Nebit’s question. “I’m Kay’s wife.
I have the right to go anywhere I want on his estate, without hindrance.”


“Father didn’t tell me any such thing. You’re a woman.
Your place is in the house, attending to… whatever it is women attend to. Like
my mother did. Now, get out!” Nebit said insolently. “We men have real work to
do.” He resumed giving orders, ignoring me entirely.


Not a single overseer regarded me with sympathy. So I
left. Fuming. Kay and I hadn’t established the extent of my authority in regard
to Nebit and Neferuptah in the short time we’d been together. I hadn’t
insisted. That had been a grievous mistake on my part. Neither Nebit nor
Neferuptah was going to yield any of their authority to me, I realized.
Neferuptah considered herself mistress of the estate, just like her father
considered himself to be in charge of it. Was I supposed to fight a ten year–old
girl for control of the house? How demeaning. I couldn’t afford to lower myself
to her level. I’d never be able to climb back. So, for a while I wandered, exploring
the house. The servants I spoke to in passageways and workrooms replied coldly
and formally – if they replied at all. Neferuptah had already poisoned them
against me. I dared not give anyone an order for fear they’d refuse. Indeed, it
would have been unfair to them, to make them choose between two mistresses.
Clearly, I was going to have to come to some sort of accommodation with
Neferuptah. Every time I entered a room where women were doing their chores all
conversation immediately ceased. I saw a few smiles hidden behind hands, heard
twittering and laughter when I left. As I feared, I’d never live down how I’d
been fought over in the garden.


Eventually I abandoned the house and sought Djedu’s
fire among the workers’ huts. She and her children were sitting in the shade
beside their hut, eating their midday meal. Friendly faces cheered me. She
invited me to join them.


Afterwards, Djedu and I walked to the river and sat
beside a patch of reeds alive with birds. I looked out over the delta. “You’ve
heard about what happened the other night?” I asked.


“Everyone did, My Lady. I’m sorry.”


“Please, Djedu, when we’re alone call me Maetkra.”


“It wouldn’t be proper…”


“I need a friend, Djedu.” I felt tears welling. My
anger and fear and regret and longing all spilled out at once. My chin started
to quiver. “I tried to run to Ahmes so we could escape together…”


Djedu put her arm around my shoulders. I shook with
silent sobs while she held me close. It was a long time before I straightened
and roughly brushed tears from my cheeks.


“Ahmes must have heard about…” My voice broke.


She pulled me close again, tenderly kissed the top of
my head. “Gossip traveled fast, Maetkra. Ahmes was devastated,” Djedu said very
softly. “Absolutely inconsolable.”


“He told you we love each other?”


“Yes.” There were tears in her eyes now too. “He was
glad it was Kay who married you, though, not Nebit or Iufaa.”


“I couldn’t have stood either of them.”


“I know.” She squeezed me tight. “Now comes the hard
part, Maetkra. You have to give up Ahmes completely. You have to devote
yourself to Kay from now on.”


I hadn’t expected that advice from her of all people.
His mother. “I can’t,” I replied. “I ache for Ahmes, Djedu. I’ll never stop
loving him.”


“Take it from me, you have to,” she replied sadly. “Otherwise,
you’re dooming yourself to a life of heartache and despair.”


“Did you lose someone too?” I asked.


She nodded. “His father forced him to marry another
woman. Even after I married Perisen I continued to love him, to wait for him, to
hope he’d set her aside and come to me. Then she died and he was free. But by
then I had many children and I was a complication.” She hardened, let go of me.
“So, Maetkra, look out for yourself. Kay will do whatever benefits him without
considering you.” Her words dripped bitterness.


“Kay?”


Djedu was trembling.


“You were in love with Kay?” I asked, astounded.


“It slipped out,” Djedu said fearfully, looking at me
with wide scared eyes. “You can’t tell…”


“I promise I won’t.” I took hold of her hand.


She had the look of a woman with a long–held secret
that she couldn’t keep anymore. “I was fourteen and Kay was nineteen when we
fell in love. It was stupid and foolish and impossible – I was a worker on this
estate and he was its heir. But we couldn’t help ourselves. We made plans,
Maetkra. He was going to take me to wife. Then his father forced him to marry
Hekenu to seal the bargain with her father to create a delivery network. He
could barely tolerate her. He promised me that the day Hekenu’s father died he’d
set her aside and marry me. But Hekenu’s father kept on living – he outlasted Kay’s
father by a dozen years.”


“By the gods!” I exclaimed contritely. “You must hate
me, Djedu. You’ve been waiting years to be with Kay and now I’m married to him
instead.”


“A week ago I would have hated you with every fiber of
my being,” she admitted. “But not after he hurt Ahmes so deliberately, denying
you to him when he knows Ahmes loves you. His own son!”


I was absolutely stunned. “Ahmes is Kay’s son?”


“He was born ten years after I began my relationship
with Kay, a year before Nebit was born. Kay arranged for Perisen to marry me as
soon as I knew I was pregnant, to head off gossip.”


“Does Perisen know who Ahmes’ father is?”


“Probably. Though he’s never said so. He’s been well–compensated.
Kay made him an overseer. Perisen loves me. I’ve come to care for him. He’s
grumpy and short–sighted, but he’s a good man. Though Kay and I continued to be
together in secret for decades after we both married.”


“Does Ahmes know Kay is his father?” I asked gently.


“No. Kay’s never acknowledged Ahmes as his son. Only Kay
and I know. And now you.”


“Why did Kay marry me instead of you? Because of Perisen?”


“Because marrying you let him defeat Iufaa, and
winning is more important to Kay than either me or you. Or, apparently, Ahmes.”
She took both of my hands. “So, Maetkra, I don’t hate or resent you for
marrying Kay. When I heard what he’d done to Ahmes my love for him finally
died. Just like that. When he hurt Ahmes he hurt me terribly. Some things are
unforgivable.”


I put my arms around Djedu to offer what comfort I
could. “What a horrible situation. For both of us.”


“You have to make the best of it, Maetkra. You can’t
change the past. You have to face the future. You’re mistress of this estate
now. You’re the wife of a courtier. You’ve taken a step up in the world. Take
advantage of your new position. Try to enjoy it.”


I smiled wanly. “Right now I’m merely trying to
survive it. Everyone in the house hates me, Djedu.”


“They’ll get over it in time. That Neferuptah – she’s
a snake. She’s a child and no one’s ever told her ‘no’ and she bullies
everyone. You’ll have to put her in her place, eventually. After you do everyone
will come around.”


“I hope you’re right.”


“Be warned – whatever girls she gives you to serve you
will be her spies. Be careful around them.”


“Let’s head her off, then, send her a message I won’t
let her push me around. Will you let Kemtet look after me? She impressed me the
other night.”


“She’ll be thrilled!” Djedu exclaimed. “Take her back
to the house with you.”


“In a while, Djedu. For now, I just want to sit here
with you and pretend none of this ever happened.”


 


 


***


 


 


I stayed with Djedu the rest of the day and ate that
night at her fire. At my request, Djedu invited the weavers and seamstresses
and their families to join us so I could get to know them. Neferuptah might
have the house, but I intended to have the estate’s workers. They were, after
all, my kind of people, the ones I related to. They turned out to be a friendly
and welcoming bunch and I enjoyed myself immensely. It was late when I headed
back to the house. Kemtet had returned much earlier to get a new room ready for
me – I’d decided I’d only share Kay’s when he was on the estate. I was
strolling beside the garden not far from my door, deep in thought, when a
figure lurched from behind the trunk of a palm tree and grabbed my arm.


“Been waitin’ for you.”


Moonlight fell on Nebit’s face. He was stinking drunk.


“Let me go!” I jerked my arm free.


“Don’ be like that.” He grabbed me again, leaned
close, his breath hot on my face. “Father’s gone – time for fun.”


“You’re disgusting!” I exclaimed, freeing myself
again, pushing him away. I rubbed my arm. There’d be bruises. “Leave me alone!”


“Father’s conc’bines don’ complain,” Nebit said,
leering, closing the space between us again, resting a hand on my hip. “They
enjoy bein’ w’ me.”


“I’m Kay’s wife, not his concubine,” I said sharply,
slapping his hand away. I hadn’t known about them, except by rumor. I hadn’t
seen any on the estate so far, but I hadn’t seen all of the estate either. I
recalled Kay telling me he could have any woman he desired, and that he would’ve
tried to make me a conquest eventually. Both marks against him. “I sincerely
doubt any of them did anything with you of their own free will.”


“Don’ say ‘til you try me.”


“That’s never going to happen.”


“Will. Give in soon,” he said smugly.


“What do you think Kay would do to you if I told him
about this?”


“Wouldn’ b’lieve you,” Nebit cackled. “Kick you out. I’d
say you seduced ‘im jus’ get ‘is estates.”


I laughed in his face. “Kay asked me to marry him
after the two of us heard you and Iufaa bargaining with Papa in the garden. We know
exactly why we married each other and what we’ll gain because of it. How does
it feel, Nebit – knowing Kay married me specifically to keep me away from you?”


“You’ll pay!” Nebit exclaimed, grabbing at me.


I was done debating with a drunk. I shoved Nebit in
the chest as hard as I could with both hands. He was much bigger than me, but
in his inebriated state he lost his balance and flailed backwards into the
garden. An instant later I heard a splash, followed by curses. He’d tumbled
into the pool. I quickly fled to my room and went inside. A single bowl of oil
cast a faint light. I closed the door, leaned against it. My heart was
pounding. Had I escaped the endless groping of Ak and Userbat only to be faced
with Nebit’s? Would I never have any peace from men?


Kemtet had been fast asleep on a pallet next to my
bed. She sat up groggily, rubbing her eyes.


“Go back to sleep,” I told her solicitously. “We’ll be
up at first light.”


 


 


***


 


 


The next night, long after dinner, when I was sure everyone
in the house was asleep, I went with Kemtet to the records room. I stationed
her beside the entrance, facing the garden.


“Warn me if anyone approaches,” I whispered.


I went inside and set down the lighted bowl of oil I’d
carried with me on the table at the front of the room. Shadows danced on the
walls. I moved to the wooden boxes adjacent to the table that contained scrolls.
I intended to learn all I could about this estate. I couldn’t think of any
other way to do it, since Nebit would obstruct me and I was sure he’d ordered
the overseers to ignore me. No scribe, of course, would have anything to do
with me; I’d alienated them because I was literate.


I located the most recent scrolls and unrolled them
one by one on the table, quickly scanning them in the flickering light. Some
contained instructions sent from Kay for the various overseers, the basis of
the commands Nebit relayed to them each morning. Some were copies of the
reports Uhemka sent to Kay every afternoon, detailing production and
inventories and needs for every function performed on the estate. I settled
down to read.


The scrolls were boringly routine, but I gradually began
to see how everything on the estate fit together. I read through them, then the
prior day’s, then the day before that. It took hours. No wonder Kay needed so
many scribes, both on his estates and at Giza. I put the scrolls for this
estate back in their places, then pulled a few at random from other estates.
Just skimming them I was struck by the extent and importance of Kay’s holdings,
and how much support he provided the king’s household. No wonder he was held in
such high regard at Giza. No wonder so many people worked for him.


I moved to the box with scrolls associated with Kay’s
delivery network. It contained copies of the schedule I’d worked on, plus some
new ones. I unrolled them on the table, read them. Preparations at Giza and
Tura were going as planned, according to the reports. The schedule had been presented
to Vizier Hemiun and new crews were being created to haul the additional stone
across the plateau that we expected to deliver daily from Tura. Then I read a
scroll addressed to Uhemka and my heart nearly stopped.


I have removed Ahmes from
his post at Tura. I have permanently assigned him to caravan supplies between
the river at Hardai and the copper mines in the Sinai, and transport copper
ingots between the mines and the river. He will take charge of the harbor at
Wadi Jarf during the inundation from now on and oversee the men who remain
there to guard it. He will not be returning to Giza or the delta
estate ever again. I have put the overseer of one of the loading crews in
charge at Tura in his place. He should do an adequate job. Address all scrolls
to him.


I leaned on the table, bewildered and angry. Kay knew
I loved Ahmes. He knew Ahmes loved me. He’d exiled Ahmes to the Sinai specifically
to keep us apart. His own son! Kay didn’t trust that Ahmes and I would honor my
marriage to him. Probably because he hadn’t honored his. He believed what Nebit
had accused – that Ahmes and I would run away together. Because I loved Ahmes, Ahmes
had just lost everything. I was sure he’d figure out soon enough I was the
reason Kay was treating him so badly and unfairly and despise me for it. In
that moment I hated Kay as I’d never hated anyone. Now I wished Papa had
married me to either Iufaa or Nebit. I’d thought Kay the safest choice, the
least objectionable husband. I’d been wrong. He was vindictive and cruel. And
Ahmes was paying the price. And Djedu. And me.


I couldn’t stand to find out more. I replaced the
scroll, then moved to the map on the wall, traced the river to the trailhead
between Hardai and Wadi Jarf with my fingers, wondered where in the valley Ahmes
was right now on his way to exile. “Oh, Ahmes, My Love, I’m so sorry,” I
blurted.


Then I snuffed out the light and joined Kemtet.
Together we returned to our room. I didn’t sleep what little remained of that
night.


 


 


***


 


 


My new life couldn’t have been more different than my
old. At Giza I’d risen before dawn every day, baked bread, served Papa
breakfast, cleaned up after him and, part of the year, my cousins, watered the
plants on the roof, made beer for the following day, combed my hair and applied
paint to my eyes, hurried to the House of Weaving, worked most of the day, went
to the harbor to help Papa in the Administrative House, occasionally took
garments to the market to barter, bathed in the river, returned home. Now I
rose just as early, out of habit. Kemtet bathed me in the luxury of my own
bathroom. That was an unexpected and welcome benefit of my position. She
dressed me – I’d sewn myself a few new skirts – applied oil to soften my skin,
painted my eyes, adorned me with jewels from a wooden box full that Kay had
gifted me. Then she laid out a breakfast brought by servants to my room – Neferuptah
oozed hostility and I had no interest in ruining my day eating with her and Nebit.
Kemtet, on the other hand, was a pleasant and lively girl and ready with the
current gossip or prepared to explain who was who on the estate or volunteer any
information she thought I needed to know. She had many friends and she heard
many things and so, thanks to her, I was well informed. After we finished eating
I looked in on Djedu, then strolled with either her or Kemtet or both about the
estate, becoming familiar with everything I’d been reading about in the
scrolls. At night, late, I continued to visit the records room, immersing
myself in the scrolls, not just from this estate, but from all of Kay’s
holdings. I always returned to my room bleary–eyed.


I happened to be walking past the records room at the
end of my second week on the estate; I’d turned my attention to what the women
and girls in the house were doing now that I had a tenuous handle on the fields
and herds and craft workshops and support functions. Nebit was holding his daily
meeting with the overseers. It was mid–morning; he wasn’t an early riser.


 “Load the same number of wine jars as last year from
this year’s vintage on today’s boat to Giza,” I heard him order Merinkhufu, overseer
of the estate’s fleet. “Deliver them directly to the king’s per’aa beside the
harbor. They’re expected.”


I halted, aghast. Nebit was trying to cheat the king! Kay’s
order in yesterday’s scroll had been crystal clear – he wanted half the wine jars
in the storehouse sent to Giza. I recalled Seshemu’s proud boast on the day of
my arrival to work on the schedule, that he’d produced an extra hundred jars of
wine this year, an estate record. Nebit was holding back at least fifty jars.
He was both cheating the king and defying Kay at a time when Kay was working
hard to set himself apart from the king’s other courtiers. This would set Kay
apart, all right. Opposite the way he wanted.


I whispered a prayer of thanksgiving to the falcon
god. Nebit’s greed had just given me an opportunity to put him in his place. I
intended to use it. Nebit was trying to enrich himself at the risk of dragging Kay
down. If anyone in the king’s household learned of the shortfall, given the
king’s vindictiveness Kay would be relieved of his position and his family’s
estates would be taken away and put under control of the king’s overseers. Kay
would then have nothing. Nebit’s theft would surely be discovered. He was such
a fool! Iufaa had heard Seshemu’s boast as clearly as I. Iufaa controlled the
per’aa’s landing quay, as well as those for Tura stone. Iufaa had scribes at
his disposal who knew how to count. Iufaa undoubtedly monitored all activity
from Kay’s estate, hoping to catch the man who’d stolen me from him doing
something unsavory. His vigilance was going to pay off.


Because I was Kay’s wife, my future was now firmly
tied to his. If Kay fell from the king’s favor, so would I. I wasn’t about to
let Nebit drag me down, not after I’d had to give up Ahmes to marry a man I
didn’t love. A man I was still furious with for exiling Ahmes. For two weeks I’d
sat meekly by and taken everything Nebit had dished out, impotent, with no authority.
Well, time for me to seize some. My whole life I’d been controlled by men –
first by Papa, then by Kay, and now Nebit. Time to assert myself, to fully
embrace my role as Kay’s wife, to make everyone on this estate submit to me as
its mistress. Time most particularly to squash Nebit. And long past time to
take control of my life, to end my dependence on men.


I burst into the room.


Nebit looked up. Heads turned. Everyone stared at me.


“I told you before you’re not welcome here,” Nebit
said dismissively. “Leave.”


I marched to the table at the front of the room, pushing
aside overseers and scribes.


“I mean it!” Nebit snarled.


“What are you planning to do with the extra wine you’re
holding back from the king, Nebit?” I asked sharply.


“Extra wine?” he asked innocently, rolling his eyes as
if he thought I was crazy.


A few overseers snickered.


“Fifty jars,” I said firmly. “The excess from this
year’s vintage.”


“You’re mistaken,” he said glibly.


“Let’s go to the storage hut and make a count.” I
glanced at Uhemka. “Grab a sheet of papyrus.” I addressed Seshemu. “Lead the
way.”


“We’ll do nothing of the sort!” Nebit interrupted. A
bead of sweat broke out on his forehead. “You men – stay where you are.”


I grabbed Kay’s scroll from yesterday off the table, pointed
to a section without looking. “‘Send half my wine,’ it says. Isn’t that right,
Uhemka?”


“It is, My Lady,” he replied reluctantly, glancing
guiltily at Nebit.


I pointed to the storage boxes along the wall behind
the table. “Your report shows you produced an extra hundred jars this year. Isn’t
that right, Seshemu?”


He glanced at Nebit too. No help for him there. “It is,
My Lady,” he said in a strained voice.


“Half of those jars should also go to the king. Or
have I miscalculated, Uhemka?”


“You haven’t, My Lady,” the scribe replied in a voice
that was barely audible.


Nebit deflated. “How did you…”


“I come to the records room every night. I read every scroll
– incoming and outgoing. From every estate and village.”


Nebit’s fingers were shaking. He balled his hands into
fists and held them tight against his thighs.


I swept my eyes around the room, taking in every man,
slowly. “I’m not going to tell Kay what you all just tried to pull. Make no
mistake – I consider every one of you complicit in this. None of you stood up
to Nebit. I will check every scroll that comes into or leaves this room from
now on. I will personally keep track of what’s happening on this estate. Try
anything like you tried today again – or do anything contrary to Kay’s orders –
and I’ll see every one of you gone from this estate. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” Nebit croaked.


“Yes what?”


He stared at me. His face turned red. “Yes, My Lady.”


The others all responded in turn.


“You’ll make sure the correct amount of jars are
loaded on the boat? Personally, Seshemu?”


“Yes, My Lady.”


“You’ll inventory the warehouse before and after, and
count the jars as they’re loaded, then report to me, Uhemka?”


“Yes, My Lady.”


“Good. Now, I intend to embark on a project of my own
to increase my husband’s wealth and influence with the king. None of you will
interfere with me and every one of you will cooperate when I call on you.
Correct?”


“Yes, My Lady.” It was a chorus.


I fought back a triumphant smile.


“Perisen, come with me. The rest of you – back to
work.”


I spun on my heel and left the room, Perisen half–running
to keep up. It felt good, gaining primacy over Nebit, but there was little to
relish about my victory. I’d just transformed myself from an annoyance, someone
to barely tolerate because I was married to his father, into an enemy. Nebit
had allies on the estate, or at least the means to pay others to support him against
me. Today couldn’t have been the first time he’d cheated father and king. He
must have wealth hidden away somewhere. Unless and until I had allies of my own
I was going to have to be careful. I had something to hold over him now, but a
man as devious as Nebit would likely figure out a way to neutralize me. But that
was a worry for another day. Today I had business to attend to.


I headed directly to Djedu’s hut. She was busy
straining beer. She rose from her knees at my appearance. Perisen huffed to a
stop behind me.


“Maetkra – what brings you here in such a rush? With
my husband?”


“How much flax is in the storage hut?” I asked.


“Enough to make a year’s worth of clothing and bedding
for everyone on the estate. Using two looms, we’ll exhaust our supply by the
time the inundation is over.”


“I’ll set up the looms as soon as the inundation
reaches the estate, as usual,” Perisen said. “The women will have plenty of
time to weave then. Won’t be anything else for them to do.”


“I want the looms set up today,” I told Perisen. “Plus
three more. Djedu, I want your girls to turn every bit of flax in the storage
hut into thread as quickly as possible. I want you to gather enough weavers to
turn all that thread into linen within a week. Royal quality linen. I’m going
to take it to Giza.”


Djedu gasped.


“But My Lady!” Perisen protested vehemently. “What
about our families? Are we to go naked?”


I sat down cross–legged. “Sit with me. Both of you.”


They complied, Perisen grudgingly.


“I worked in the House of Weaving in Giza operated by Overseer
Nefertheith. Djedu, the linen you gave me to make Kay’s shendyts the day I
arrived was better than any that passes through his workshop. Frankly, I’m
embarrassed by the quality of the linen Nefertheith sends to the per’aa for
clothing and sheets for the king’s household. Women weave it in their
courtyards in the workers’ village, with no one overseeing them.”


“Why is that?” Djedu asked.


“There’s not enough room in Nefertheith’s workshop for
all their looms. So they work at home. Only a couple of women produce fabric
fine enough even for the families of Akhet Khufu’s overseers.”


“What makes theirs different?” Perisen queried.


“They weave the threads more tightly, more to the
inch. That enables the fabric to cling to the body, to be more sheer. Not rough
and bulky.”


“And unfit for a king,” Djedu said.


“Your women weave exceptionally well,” I told her. “So,
I intend to create a royal linen workshop on this estate. I intend to supply
linen not only to the king’s household, but to his highest–ranking courtiers
throughout the valley. I need you to make high quality linen for me to take to Giza
so I can talk Nefertheith into using it instead of what his weavers produce. I
need it in enough quantity that he’ll take me seriously.”


Djedu’s eyes were shining.


Perisen was apoplectic. “But My Lady! If you turn all
our flax into linen we won’t be able to produce more fabric for nine months,
until we harvest another crop. In the meantime, again, how will we clothe the
estate’s workers?”


“We’ll triple the size of our flax field after this
inundation,” I said. “More importantly, I will not return from Giza until Nefertheith
agrees that all the flax grown on every estate in the delta be sent directly to
us instead of him. We’ll have all the flax we need, and more – for the king and
for ourselves. We’ll weave year round from now on.”


“A seamstress, bargaining with an overseer?” Perisen
asked skeptically.


“Nefertheith will see it that way, I’m sure,” I
replied. “But like it or not, I’m Kay’s wife, mistress of one of the delta’s
most important estates, not a seamstress. Nefertheith’s going to have to get
over it.” I met Perisen’s eyes. “Just like the overseers on this estate.”


“Are you sure you won’t reconsider?” Perisen asked. “If
you fail, Nebit will never let anyone forget it.”


“I’m not going to fail. There’s a big difference
between making a mistake, which you clearly believe I’m doing, and taking a
calculated risk, Perisen. If I fail I’ll take the blame,” I assured him. “I’ll
convince Kay that you tried to talk me out of it but I was too stubborn to
listen.”


“My Lady – so much flax to process in such a short
time…” Djedu was being practical.


“We’ll have to make thread and weave in shifts, all day
and all night, the entire week,” I said. “Can it be done?”


“Yes, Maetkra. I believe it can,” Djedu replied
thoughtfully. She brightened. “I’ll make sure we do.”


“Good! I intend to do my share. I’ll help the weavers
once you start.” I rose to my feet. “But now I’ll go alert Merinkhufu that I’ll
need a boat one week from today. And arrange for cooks to provide meals for the
women. And carpenters to erect a sunscreen over the extra looms.”


“I’ll start rounding up women and girls. This is so
exciting, Maetkra! A royal workshop!”


“I’ll see to the looms,” Perisen said much less
enthusiastically. “I really hope you know what you’re doing, My Lady. I really
do.”


 


 


***


 


 


The following week, the hours I didn’t spend with the
weavers were tense.


Neferuptah continued to be hostile and stand–offish.
She ran the household as if she was still its mistress, and I let her. I had
more important matters to deal with than her petty childish jealousies. I
smiled and spoke pleasantly to the household servants when I encountered them
in the house or garden but issued not a single order. I wasn’t going to make
them choose between two mistresses. I was too much like them to let them get caught
up in ridiculous posturing between a woman and a child. I won a few over –
those descended from King Sneferu’s captives mostly – by addressing them in
their native tongue, though my vocabulary was extremely limited. I regularly
set them to laughing at my clumsy attempts at conversation, and joined in
myself. I remained in my room the few hours I was in the house, attended by
Kemtet – almost overnight she’d become the younger sister I’d never had.
Because of our upbringings we had much in common. As I did with the weavers.
They accepted me without hesitation. Perisen was torn in his loyalties – afraid
to cross Nebit by taking my side, afraid to incur Kay’s wrath by subverting me.
Uhemka was surprisingly responsive to every one of my requests – I suspected he’d
been upset with Nebit’s deceptions but had feared taking him on and was glad I
had. Nebit addressed me formally and politely in the presence of others, though
hatred and insolence practically dripped from him whenever we were alone –
which I took care not to let happen very often. As for Kay, he remained in Giza,
occupied from before dawn until well after sundown preparing for the arrival of
the inundation. I expected he wouldn’t return to the estate for several months.
That was fine with me. After what he’d done to Ahmes I didn’t want to be around
him. Not exactly how I’d pictured my marriage.


When I wasn’t at the looms or in the records room I wandered
about the estate, observing, asking questions, backing up the threat I’d made
to the overseers. There was so much to learn about – the vineyard and winery,
bee keeping, herding, farming, hunting, fishing, boat repair, pottery,
carpentry, leather–making, the granaries. I was particularly fascinated by the talented
craftsmen who carved objects from hippo ivory – animals, birds, figurines – and
haunted their workshop for hours at a time. I learned that some of what the
estate’s workers made in the various workshops was for Kay’s household, and
theirs, but they produced a great deal for the funerary cults of Kay’s ancestors
too. A portion was being set aside to someday be buried with Kay.


Even though I immersed myself in the estate’s details
or worked alongside the weavers  from dawn until I stretched out on my bed very
late at night, exhausted, I barely slept. I ached for Ahmes. He haunted my
dreams. We’d been on the brink of being together. We’d made plans. Then we’d
been driven apart in an instant. I’d never had a chance to explain to him why I’d
chosen to be with Kay. I’d never had the opportunity to bid him a proper
goodbye, never said the things that needed to be said. Now he was suffering
because of me, cast aside, demoted, diminished. Regret and longing were, at
night, my constant companions.


I sat atop the turtleback one day, taking a short
break, watching as the plains were emptied of cattle, ferried to the west bank
of the river on a fleet of boats that passed back and forth from dawn until
sunset. The next morning herdsmen divided the beasts on the western plain into
two herds, the largest to be driven south the following day to feed pyramid
workers, the smaller – comprising the cows and bulls Kay wanted set aside to
breed – to be driven west to high pasture beyond the reach of the coming
inundation. The day after that the sacred cattle were loaded onto Kay’s large
cargo boats, destined for Ineb–hedj and Ptah’s temple. A few days after they sailed
away the river began to rise and flow rapidly and within a week Kay’s turtleback
was an island in the midst of a vast silver sea that stretched to the horizon
in every direction. The rest of the estate was completely submerged.


 


 


***


 


 


“Your linen’s all aboard, My Lady.”


“Very good. Let’s be on our way.”


I settled into my leather–bottomed chair in the
pavilion amidships, Kemtet by my side. I’d directed the sailors to roll up and
tie the reed mats on each side of the pavilion to the cross–beams; I wanted to
see the delta as we passed. Half a dozen oarsmen poled us away from the temporary
mooring posts where the river met the turtleback’s slope and into the channel;
the section of riverbank where the quay was located three–quarters of the year
was nearly twenty feet below the surface. Once the sail was raised, straining
against a brisk breeze from the north, oarsmen took their places on benches and
began to row. The inundation’s current was strong and against us; sail power
alone wouldn’t get us to Giza.


Bolts of linen were stacked neatly on deck, woven from
every measure of flax grown on the estate during the previous season. Djedu’s women
and girls had done a magnificent job; I’d never seen so much high–quality fabric
in one place before. The linen was sheer and soft and brilliant white – we’d washed
and dried it in the sun multiple times, for it grew stronger and brighter with
each washing. If I lost my gamble today, if Nefertheith turned down my offer to
operate a royal linen workshop, Kay’s workers would have the finest clothing
anywhere in the valley. Totally unsuitable to stand up to the rigors of work, however.
I whispered a prayer to the falcon god that my gamble would pay off.


The day was glorious, the sun climbing a beautiful
blue sky, reflecting on the great silver sea that was the delta, its surface
marred only by widely scattered turtlebacks and, on what had once been their
lower slopes, the waving tips of reeds and papyrus. How the steersman knew where
the actual channel was located was beyond me. I couldn’t tell river from
flooded plain.


 Kemtet was bursting with excitement. She’d never been
on a boat before and she kept running back and forth between the bow and me to
report her latest discovery. At midday she perched beside me, munching on bread
and onions she’d stuffed in a leather pouch that morning. “I can’t wait to see
the pyramid,” she said enthusiastically.


“Until now I’ve never lived out of sight of one,” I
said. “Except for the first two years I lived at Giza, before King Khufu started
construction.”


“What was Giza like then?”


“Empty, compared to now,” I replied. “Papa and I camped
the first few months on a wide floodplain along with thousands of permanent
workers who’d relocated from King Sneferu’s  pyramid village at Dahshur.
Engineers were already excavating a great harbor on that plain a quarter of a mile
east of the plateau’s edge. They were also cutting a canal between the harbor and
the river. Stonemasons were opening a quarry near the base of the pyramid. The
pyramid is in the northwest corner of the plateau, not far from where the
escarpment plunges steeply to the northern lowlands. The plateau is stone,
covered with windblown sand. Its surface is rough and broken. I watched engineers
measure and level the bedrock for the pyramid’s base – they had to clear away
ancient mud–brick huts on part of the site first. They left a rocky knoll more
than twenty–three feet high in the southwest corner.”


“Why?”


“Less stone to remove, and so fewer blocks of stone to
put in place once construction started. But the knoll disturbed sightlines and made
it difficult for engineers to take measurements.”


“How old were you then?”


“Five. It took two years to build the necessary support
facilities – several workers’ villages, warehouses, workshops, kitchens,
breweries, potteries, bakeries, a per’aa for King Khufu, houses for his
courtiers and administrators in Akhet Khufu. Immediately after engineers broke
the dam at the end of the canal and the river rushed through and filled the
harbor, boats began arriving with supplies and materials and foodstuffs. Some
work gangs laid out roadways from harbor to pyramid and quarry to pyramid, and
the foundations of the Ceremonial Way and the valley temple and the mortuary
temple, and built the quays in the harbor to receive deliveries. Other gangs
started excavating a passageway into the bedrock below the pyramid’s base,
almost two hundred fifty feet long, at an angle, three feet wide and four feet
high. At its bottom, almost one hundred feet below the surface, they excavated
what was originally going to be the king’s burial chamber. But later King Khufu
decided he wanted to be buried closer to Re, so now his chamber will be high
up, in the body of the pyramid. Anyway, once King Khufu laid the cornerstone work
began in earnest.”


“The pyramid’s not solid?” Kemtet asked.


“Actually, the inside’s far more interesting than the
outside. Internal chambers are connected by passageways, all of them lined with
fine stone – limestone from Tura, granite from the cataract, basalt and other
types from other sections of the valley. The passageway I mentioned? Workmen eventually
extended it more than one hundred feet above bedrock, through the pyramid to
its outside face. From the chamber at its bottom you can see the never–setting
stars at night.”


“How do you know?”


“I snuck out of the workers’ village one night and
climbed up the side of the pyramid to the entrance on the nineteenth course of
stone. From there I slid down the descending passageway to the bottom.”


“Weren’t you afraid?”


“No. Somehow, Kemtet, being inside the pyramid made me
feel closer to the gods. The pyramid is how the king’s ka will climb to the sun
and stars once he’s dead, after all. Anyway, that descending passageway is now connected
to a long ascending passageway. A horizontal passageway splits from it and
leads to another chamber with walls of fine limestone. Papa says it’s a serdab
chamber. It’ll hold a thirteen–foot tall statue of King Khufu. There’ll also be
a grand gallery that will eventually slope upward for one hundred fifty feet to
a great step and antechamber and the king’s burial chamber. It’s going to have
red granite walls. King Khufu will be buried in a red granite sarcophagus. Papa
said each of the nine beams in the chamber’s roof will weigh sixty tons – he
doesn’t look forward to unloading them from Kay’s boats. The architects have
designed five chambers directly above the king’s chamber to relieve pressure
and distribute the pyramid’s weight – they learned that was a good idea after
building King Sneferu’s three pyramids.”


“It must be really hard work, digging chambers and
passageways through the inside of the pyramid,” Kemtet said.


“Actually, as the pyramid rises, workmen build the
internal structures, at the same time filling the area around them with stone.”


“Sounds complicated.”


“The architects are truly geniuses,” I averred. “Once
they’d perfectly leveled the plateau, masons laid foundation stones very
exactly around all four sides of the pyramid’s base. Then they placed four
courses of stone atop the foundation stones, creating sloping walls about ten
feet high. That descending passageway I told you about? The same time the outer
walls were being raised, workers turned the descending passageway into an angling
ascending passageway by building four walls of fine granite above bedrock level
to the same height as the outer walls. Then they filled the space inside the
pyramid between the outer walls and the walls of the passageway with stone
blocks, making the interior solid.”


“It must be hard to make all the blocks the same size.”


“They aren’t, and they don’t need to be since the
interior blocks are hidden from view.”


“But if the blocks aren’t the same size, aren’t there
gaps between them?”


“Most assuredly. So workers dump limestone debris and
gypsum mortar into gaps and empty spaces. That makes the core fairly solid. When
you see the pyramid for the first time, it’ll look like a flat–topped building
with slanting sides. Whatever passageway or chamber the masons are currently working
on will extend slightly higher.”


“Are the outer courses of stone, the ones we can see,
all the same size?” Kemtet asked.


“No. They vary too, but not as greatly as those
inside.”


“But won’t that make the pyramid look uneven when it’s
done?” Kemtet asked.


“It would, except masons cover the very outside of the
pyramid with a layer of cladding stone from the Tura quarry. Those blocks are all uniform.”


“They’re the ones Ahmes loads?”


“Yes.” So far, I hadn’t had the heart to tell Kemtet
or Djedu that he’d been exiled to the South. I’d vowed to find a way to restore
Ahmes to his proper place. Until then, why cause them unnecessary grief? “The Tura
blocks weigh as much as fifteen tons. The quarrymen dress only their bottoms
before they load them on the boats that take them to Giza. When it’s time to
set them in place on the pyramid, workers hoist them into position after they’ve
smoothed the right and left sides using copper chisels a finger in width.”


“Why so small?”


“Copper dulls quickly, Kemtet. The blades of wider chisels
wear unevenly and leave a stone’s dressed surface ragged and pitted. Smaller
blades hold their shape longer. But these cladding blocks – when they’re finally
levered into place not even a sheet of papyrus fits between them. It’s a
tremendous achievement, repeated over and over hundreds of times every day. The
final step after placing a block is to mark the correct angle that needs to be
cut from its outer face once the entire pyramid is constructed. Masons will
trim the blocks from the top down as they remove the construction ramp, leaving
the pyramid’s sides smooth and gleaming.”


“Do they use small chisels to carve out the stones in
the first place?”


“No. Quarrymen extract blocks from quarries using
hammer stones. They cut harder stone, like basalt and granite, using toothless
copper saws. In essence, the saws apply pressure to quartz sand poured into
small gaps that wear stone away.”


“All this must take lots of workmen,” Kemtet said.


“Probably a thousand haul stone and do the final
dressing and set blocks in place. About two thousand work in various quarries.
The workmen add three hundred forty blocks to the pyramid every day.”


“They drag them there?”


“On wooden sledges with wooden runners. Depending on
the size of the block it takes ten to twenty men to haul it, pulling on oiled
ropes. Dry ropes would snap. They haul atop a roadway made of wooden crossties
set in limestone debris and tafla. The tafla is very slippery when it’s wet. A
gang can move a block from the harbor and up the pyramid ramp and return in an
hour, so it can move ten blocks a day. Since the quarry for the core stone is
much closer than the harbor, those gangs make many shorter trips daily. Of
course, the higher the pyramid rises, the steeper the ramp and the harder it is
to pull the blocks.”


“Is your father a stonemason?” Kemtet asked.


“He was most of his life, but not anymore. When he was
young he worked on King Sneferu’s two pyramids at Dahshur, at first setting blocks
in place alongside my grandpapa, until he died, then by himself. King Khufu’s pyramid
was only four courses high when a cladding stone Papa was smoothing slipped
from a hoist. Several workers were killed and Papa’s arm was broken. It turned
out to be the luckiest thing that ever happened to him. While he was
recuperating the overseer in charge of unloading the boats from Tura, Iufaa, fell
way behind schedule. I was headed home from work along the harbor when I happened
to overhear one of the king’s sons and Kay berating Iufaa. The next day I
approached him and explained how he could prevent delays in the future.
Naturally, I said it was Papa’s idea.”


“But it was really yours?”


“Yes. But Iufaa wouldn’t have paid attention to a girl.
And my idea worked, of course. So Iufaa made Papa his assistant, and he is to
this day.”


“Iufaa was one of the men who wanted to marry you,
wasn’t he?” Kemtet asked.


Thinking about that horrible night still embarrassed
me. “I barely escaped him,” I replied. It wouldn’t be judicious to tell Kemtet
that Iufaa was awful at his job and that if not for Papa, who actually did his
work without an accompanying title, he’d have been replaced by the king long
ago.


I was standing beside Kemtet in the bow when she
sighted the pyramid for the first time. She was speechless and awestruck, as
was I, who despite seeing one almost every day of my life was still inspired by
them. I couldn’t conceive what the experience meant to her. I pointed out the
sights on the Giza Plateau to her as the oarsmen rowed us through the canal
into the busy harbor – the workers’ villages flanking the canal, the temporary
camps bursting with farmers from all over the valley, the riverside market
where I’d bartered clothing I’d made in my courtyard, the quays, Akhet Khufu,
the rising walls of the valley temple, the partly–constructed Ceremonial Way,
the workers’ village I’d once called home, the king’s per’aa, the pyramid
itself. With the river swollen by the inundation, the valley temple was
surrounded now on three sides by water. It lapped the shore just feet from the foundations
of Akhet Khufu’s buildings. The river stretched from the edge of the western
uplands all the way to the face of the eastern escarpment several miles away.
It was, in essence, a vast lake. The Giza plateau was crawling with men hauling
blocks of cladding stone up the track from the harbor to the base of the
pyramid, barely a dozen yards separating each crew. Strings of donkeys were raising
dust, laden with leather water–bags for thirsty workers or wood for the gypsum
fires. Columns of smoke spiraled from the kitchens and workshops of Akhet Khufu,
and the distant bawling of cattle drifted to us, intermixed with the shouts of
porters and overseers. I wondered if any of those cattle were from Kay’s herd.
Four great cargo boats were tied to the largest quays in the deepest part of
the harbor, each already half unloaded – based on the time of day, I knew the
name of each vessel and its captain and the overseer of the crew unloading it,
for the schedule that drove them all was mostly my creation, as Kay had figured
out. Papa was somewhere around the edge of the harbor, and Kay, I assumed,
coordinating everything. I hoped I could avoid them until I’d accomplished my
mission. I didn’t want them to stop me before I even got started. One of the remaining
large quays was occupied as well. A crew was preparing to unload red granite,
likely from Abu at the cataract. I could tell the blocks were exceptionally heavy
because the boat was riding extremely low in the water, even though there were
only a few blocks on deck. Elsewhere, at the smaller quays, porters were
lugging foodstuffs and supplies from smaller boats into the warehouses that
lined the waterfront, a scribe stationed beside each boat and warehouse door,
recording. The harbor’s edge was an anthill.


We dodged a couple of empty boats being rowed from the
harbor towards the canal, then tied up at the first vacant quay. Kemtet and I
disembarked, followed by one of the oarsmen carrying a bolt of linen, resting
an end on his shoulder. We wound our way along the flat space between harbor
and warehouses, dodging porters and overseers and scribes and random piles of
goods. I kept firm hold of Kemtet’s hand; she was looking around, overwhelmed,
not watching where she was going. We’d have become separated for sure if I hadn’t
latched on to her.


“Maetkra!” Khenut screamed as I stepped into Nefertheith’s
workshop a few minutes later.


All work immediately ceased as my former co–workers mobbed
me. For the first time since leaving home I was bathed with love and friendship.
What a welcome change from the tension of Kay’s estate. I wished I was back
among them.


“What’s going on here?” Nefertheith cried, drawn from
a back room by the noise. “Oh, it’s you. My Lady,” he said facetiously,
slightly bowing, the look in his eyes saying I was still a seamstress to him.


I disengaged myself from Khenut. “I’ve come to Giza specifically
to see you, Overseer,” I told Nefertheith formally. I beckoned to the oarsman.
He unrolled the bolt of linen with a snap, scattering the women. Several knelt,
fingered the cloth, looked at me in wonder.


“Where’d you get this?” Nefertheith asked, bending and
taking hold of an edge and examining it closely.


“I made it on my estate, in my workshop,”
I said. Might as well remind him I wasn’t a seamstress anymore. “I’ve brought dozens
more bolts. That’s what I’ve come to discuss with you.”


Nefertheith straightened, eyed me thoughtfully, then led
me without a word into his room and offered me a chair. Neferhetepes brought me
a cup of beer at his command, reluctantly, then shooed a flock of younger
children from the room.


“My linen’s fit for the per’aa, don’t you agree?” I
asked Nefertheith.


“Possibly,” he said non–committally, suspicious.


“It’s better than any your women weave here at Giza,”
I said firmly. “And you know it.”


“Are you here to barter a few bolts of linen for
something you need?” Nefertheith asked.


“No. I’ve come to offer you a partnership.”


“Partnership?”


“I have enough trained women in my workshop to keep a
dozen looms producing superior–quality linen like I just brought you year–round,”
I said. “But I need flax, Nefertheith. As much as I can get. So, I’d like you
to divert the shipments of flax you receive from estates in the delta to mine,
instead of parceling it out to women here at Giza. I’ll produce as much linen
suitable for royals as you need to make clothing and bedding. Not just for the
king’s household at Giza, but for all his dependents throughout the valley. I’ll
even make linen suitable for the rougher, more durable clothing of the pyramid
workers if you like. But I’ll need even more flax for that.”


Nefertheith gazed at me like he’d never seen me
before. He idly stroked his chin. “I don’t know…” he said cautiously. “I’ve
never heard of such a thing.”


“You should be jumping at this chance, Nefertheith,” I
said forcefully. “Think how you’ll impress the royal women, supplying them with
clothing and bedding so much finer than they get today. You know they’ll tell
the king and their husbands. You know your status will rise in their eyes. And
in the eyes of high officials elsewhere in the valley who rely on local weavers.”


Nefertheith’s face lit up at the mention of status. “A
good point… possibly.”


“An irrefutable point. You know me, Nefertheith. I was
the best seamstress you ever had. I know linen. Give me flax. I’ll do the rest.”


He was suspicious. “If I decide to accept your offer,
what do you want in return?”


“Suitable quantities of carnelian beads, and
turquoise, and gold. I’ve a mind to start a jewelry workshop on my estate too.”


“I suppose that could be arranged,” Nefertheith said,
rubbing his chin with a finger.


“I thought so.” I opened the leather pouch slung over
my shoulder, handed him a scroll. “Here’s an order directing the overseer of
the estate closest to mine to send me his flax. I have one for every estate overseer
in the delta. All you need to do is secure them with your seal. I’ll make sure
they’re delivered on your behalf.”


Nefertheith smiled. “You’ve thought of everything.”


“Of course. Do we have a deal?”


“We do.”


“Good. I’ll deliver a boatload of linen to you each
week, as soon as the flax starts flowing to me.”


Nefertheith sealed the scrolls in turn and I replaced
them in my leather bag. The oarsman returned to the boat and for an hour he and
his fellow sailors carried the remaining bolts to Nefertheith’s workshop. I
spent the time catching up with my friends’ lives, introducing them to Kemtet, telling
them about Kay’s estate. After work ended for the day I pulled Khenut aside and
told her everything that had happened since I’d sailed to the delta, holding
back nothing. Particularly regarding Ahmes and his fate. She commiserated with
me.


At sunset Kemtet and I made our way to the
Administrative House. I assumed both Papa and Kay would be there, comparing
papyri. They were. I took them by surprise. Papa enveloped me in his arms and
whispered his house was empty without me. Served him right. He was smart enough
not to mention the mess I’d left for him to clean up. Kay’s embrace was even
fiercer – he’d apparently missed me. So much for being a mere prize hidden away
in the delta. As much as it disgusted me to touch him, after he’d exiled Ahmes
because of me, I couldn’t afford to offend him with my workshop so tenuous. He
could scuttle my plan with a word. So I pretended to have missed him too.


“What are you doing here?” Kay asked. “Has something
happened at the estate? Or couldn’t you stay away from me?”


“Something has happened, actually,” I replied. “Remember
our conversation on the night you took me to your room for the first time?”


“I remember everything about that night. Quite
clearly,” Kay said, smiling broadly.


“You said you wanted to set yourself apart even more
than you have from the rest of the king’s courtiers, that you wanted to be one
of the Greatest of Tens. But you didn’t know exactly how.”


“True.”


“As of a few hours ago we’re operating a royal linen
workshop on our delta estate.”


“Linen? Royal? Our
estate?”


“You may consider me a prize and adornment, Kay. You
may expect me to meekly manage your household and make babies for you. But that’s
unacceptable. I’m not going to waste my life and talents on trivial matters.
Since you gave me no authority on the estate I’ve seized some. From now on we’re
going to supply linen for clothing and bedding for the king’s household and his
highest ranking courtiers throughout the valley.”


Kay seated himself, amazed, gazed up at me. “How did
you manage that?”


“I directed Djedu’s weavers to turn all the estate’s flax
into royal–quality linen. I brought it to Giza today. I convinced Nefertheith,
overseer of the House of Weaving, to send all the flax raised in the delta to
our estate from now on. I’ve already directed Perisen to plant three times as
much flax next season. We’ll be weaving year–round from now on, sending a
boatload of linen to Giza each week.”


“And in return?”


“Nefertheith will supply me with beads of carnelian
and turquoise and gold and faience. I’m going to create a jewelry workshop
next.” I smiled. “I promise you, Kay, women in the king’s household will be exceptionally
pleased with the quality of our linen. They’ll tell their husbands. A happy
woman isn’t shy about proclaiming her delight. You’re going to stand out even
more from the rest of the king’s courtiers because of our new workshop.”


Kay studied me. “My overseers went along with this
plan of yours?”


“I didn’t give them a choice.”


“Impressive. You’re more ambitious than I expected,
Maetkra. Ambition in a woman is a rare thing.”


“Not so rare, Kay. It’s just that few of us get the
opportunity to pursue what we truly desire. Women are forced to surrender to circumstance
– given in marriage at a young age, immediately having babies. Made dependent
on a man.”


“Well, it’s long past time for an infusion of fresh
blood on my estate,” Kay said, looking at me appraisingly. “Nebit’s stunt with
the grain shipment proves that.” He shook his head. “My wife was content with
the way things were. It never would have occurred to her to establish a new
workshop of any kind. Nebit’s exactly like her. But you’re not like them – you’re
restless and ambitious and independent. Married less than a month and you’ve
already increased my wealth and influence. I’m quite pleased with you, Maetkra.
Unexpectedly pleased.”


The three of us, and Kemtet, ate together that evening
in Kay’s house in Akhet Khufu, waited on by a cadre of servants. I’d never seen
it before. It was a very fine house, filled with marvelous furniture, richly
decorated.


“Is Iufaa giving you any trouble, Papa?” I asked as I
helped myself to some sweet dates.


Papa snorted. “His threats to replace me were empty.
He didn’t have anyone else he could count on to make him look good. I’ve only
seen him a few times since we returned to Giza, and only from a distance. Of
course, I hardly ever saw him at the harbor anyway.”


“An exceptionally lazy man,” Kay observed.


“I suppose Ahmes returned to Tura with the last boat today,”
I said casually. “According to our schedule.”


“He’s actually on a special mission for the king, in
the upper valley,” Kay replied. “One of my experienced men is overseeing the
loading at Tura in his place the rest of this inundation.”


He’d just lied to my face. I knew the truth of what he’d
done to Ahmes, and why. I held Kay’s dishonesty against him. But now was not
the time to call him on it. That I’d save for another day, when I needed
something powerful to use against him.


“Uhemka says you’ve thrown yourself into learning
every aspect of my estate,” Kay said.


“He’s written to you about me?”


“He has. You’ve impressed him.” Kay’s eyes met mine. “He
wrote about the wine shipment and how you handled it. And my son.”


Uhemka had probably been trying to cover for himself
in case I mentioned the incident to Kay, trying to distance himself from Nebit.
That he’d apparently switched allegiance to me was good news. Though I had
little doubt he’d switch back if he thought it in his best interest.


“I don’t expect a repetition. I’m watching all the
overseers closely,” I informed Kay.


“Your discovery of Nebit’s treachery and their failure
to stand up to him is why none of them objected to your workshop.”


“Oh, they objected, all right. But they gave me
leverage. I used it to your advantage.”


Kay laughed. “I approve. So, what’s next Maetkra?”


“After I return home tomorrow I’ll order the
carpenters to construct a larger warehouse to store the flax we’re going to
start receiving. I’ll schedule a boat and crew to deliver my linen to Giza each
week.”


“Excellent,” Kay said. “But as for tomorrow… remain with
me in Giza for a few days, Maetkra. You can spare the time. Send a scroll to
set things in motion.” He squeezed my hand.


“As you wish,” I said, forcing a smile. How was I going
to endure being with him, after what he’d done to Ahmes? But I had to, and
cheerfully. I was playing a long game with Kay now. I’d created a workshop to
improve his status. I’d prevented Nebit’s attempted theft. I’d proven my value
to Kay. Once my workshop was fully established, once I’d done a few more things
to get Kay further in my debt – maybe even made him fall in love with me – I
was going to leverage what I’d gained to make him restore Ahmes to his rightful
position. I wasn’t going to rest until I did.


 


 


***


 


 


The waters of the inundation began receding three
months after they’d first risen, inching farther down the slope of the
turtleback each day. Soon the river was back within its banks, the flat plain between
river and slope thickly covered with rich black mud, dotted with silver pools
of water. Kay returned to the estate soon after, since the harbor at Giza was
now too shallow for blocks of cladding stone to be delivered from Tura, in time
to personally oversee a slew of seasonal activities. Farmers swarmed daily over
the river bottoms, some leading oxen dragging plows to create shallow furrows,
others sowing barley and flax by hand. Wives and daughters and young sons followed
behind, trampling seed into the mud, flapping their arms to keep the flocks of
birds that hovered overhead from alighting. Carpenters constructed new wooden
quays to replace those swept away by the flood, just in time to ferry the
breeding cattle back to the estate from their grazing grounds west of the
delta. In time, too, to receive the first boatloads of flax diverted to us from
the storage huts of other delta estates. The very first cargo boat to sail
south from the estate after the river fell was filled with my linen, bound for Giza,
along with the objects made by the estate’s craftsmen during the inundation, destined
for delivery to ancestral tombs and the priests of their cults throughout the
valley, and the king’s household. Kay stood beside me on the quay that day, an
arm around my shoulder, watching the boat disappear upriver. Nebit stood to one
side and sulked.


My life was much easier after Kay’s return. No one
dared treat me disrespectfully in his presence, particularly Neferuptah. I spent
most of each day with the weavers, overseeing their work, lending a hand when
necessary, though I looked in often on my nascent jewelry workshop too. I didn’t
neglect the records room either. Seeing that Kay welcomed my presence, the
resentment of scribes and overseers gradually turned to uneasy tolerance.


“I have something to show you,” I told Kay one night a
week after his return as we finished eating in our room. We dined there
regularly; he’d tired of the sullen resentment of Nebit and Neferuptah and he
could speak openly with me about any subject, unlike with his family and
overseers. I was unfailing pleasant and attentive to him; I was playing a game now
with a long term goal, prepared to do whatever it took to restore Ahmes to his
position and at the same time assure I’d be taken care of when Kay died. I
left, went to Kemtet’s nearby room, returned half an hour later.


“You finished your dress!” Kay exclaimed, looking me
up and down lustfully.


He’d ordered me to make one suitable for the next major
festival to be celebrated by the king’s household. He wanted to parade me about
  Giza, show me off to his friends and rivals. I’d made the dress from my
finest fabric, sheer, pleated, its hem embroidered in blue, with two wide
straps connected to the waist in front and back. Kemtet had painted my eyes and
lips and cheeks and I was wearing bracelets and anklets and a girdle Kay had
given me, all of them turquoise, as well as a gorgeous turquoise necklace made
from the best stones his miners had unearthed in the Sinai. I twirled for him.
I spotted Kemtet poking her head in the door, smiling happily.


Kay beckoned me close, pulled me onto his lap, kissed
me. “You’ll be the most beautiful woman at the king’s harvest banquet this year,
wearing that.”


“I won’t,” I said with assurance.


“No one will outshine you,” Kay insisted. “Not even
the king’s wives or daughters.”


“I’m not going,” I said.


Kay looked at me, puzzled. “You are, Maetkra. I want
everyone to see the prize I’ve captured.”


I pressed his hand against my belly.


Comprehension dawned. “You mean…”


I nodded. “If the gods are kind I’ll be in my birth
bower that very night.”


And I was.


Djedu and Kemtet and I erected it north of the house
on the crest of the hill, overlooking stubble–covered fields newly harvested, a
frame structure, roofed with palm fronds, the sides of reed mats – the one
overlooking the river left open – filled with flowers to scent the air and numerous
charms to aid childbirth – statuettes of Bes, smashed ivory crocodiles and
hippos and scorpions to provide protection. During the delivery Kemtet and
Djedu and many of my weavers attended me. My labor began at sundown one day and
lasted until sundown of the next. I’d never suffered so much in my life. I was supported
atop the birthing bricks by women I’d come to consider my friends, cooled by their
daughters waving fans and bathing my naked sweaty body over and over with
water. I gave Kay a son just as the sun dipped below the horizon.


But the gods took him before an hour passed.


A day later, returned from the banquet, Kay buried him
on the crest of the turtleback, at its northernmost end. I watched from the
birth bower, too weak and exhausted to accompany him. Djedu held me in her arms
the entire time. I drenched her shoulder with my tears.
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I sat beside Kay on a leather–bottomed chair in the
pavilion of his finest boat. He was idly twisting a brand–new staff in his
hand, a sign of his increased authority. King Khufu had named him one of the
Greatest of Tens a week ago, in large part because of my successful linen and
jewelry workshops. The king’s household was already dependent on them. The sail
billowed in the strong breeze driving us upstream, aided by two dozen oarsmen
whose long smooth strokes churned the river white. Two ebony–skinned girls
stood behind us, cooling us with fans made of brilliant white ostrich feathers.
I was glad for their presence. The day was hot. Without thinking I rested my
hands on my belly, felt the unfamiliar flatness, pulled them away. Only two months
since I’d lost my son. I drew a deep breath, tried to shake my melancholy.
After all, tonight, for the first time, I was going to attend a royal banquet, just
like I’d dreamed since I was very young, this one to celebrate the Epagomenal
Days. But what should have been exciting was tempered with sorrow.


“More wine, Girl,” Nebit snapped at one of the
servants.


He and Neferuptah were at Kay’s right. Kay had been
solicitous when I lost my child, assuring me we’d have another. But Nebit had
gloated, when he thought I wasn’t looking, since I’d failed to produce an heir
to compete against him for Kay’s estates. I coexisted uneasily with Nebit; he
and Neferuptah treated me respectfully whenever Kay was around, but the instant
he left for Giza or elsewhere in the valley they went out of their way to make
my life miserable, countermanding my orders to servants, disrupting the tenor
of what should be a wonderful life. In those times I retreated to the haven of
the weavers’ workshop. There I was always happy.


I caught sight of the pyramid’s flat top long before
we reached the plateau. It was climbing inexorably to the sky, becoming ever
larger and more magnificent. Soon the sailors lowered our sail and rowed us
through the canal into the harbor. The workers’ villages and temporary camps flanking
the canal were mostly empty, for the next inundation wouldn’t begin for another
three months. None of Kay’s great cargo boats were tied to the quays, only
smaller boats carrying foodstuffs and materials to supply permanent workers, and
boats from Tura with small light blocks destined to line passageways and
chambers. As always, countless porters were passing into and out of the
warehouses lining the harbor’s edge, responding to the cries of overseers,
pausing for examination by scribes, a reminder that the permanent workforce of
which I’d once been a part was substantial.


Papa was waiting when we tied up and he greeted me
enthusiastically. A short walk took our party to Kay’s nearby house in Akhet
Khufu. Kemtet and two of her younger sisters, my entourage, accompanied me to rooms
set aside for my use to prepare for the banquet. They bathed me in a small
pool, dried me, seated me before an ebony table and applied makeup to my eyes
and cheeks, rubbed oil into my skin to soften it, combed my long hair until it
shone. They helped me into my dress, the one I’d made at Kay’s command. I’d expected
to wear it for the first time under happier circumstances, but fate had denied
me those. Kemtet opened small wooden boxes and extracted bracelets and anklets
and a necklace and fastened them on me, all of them produced in my jewelry
workshop.


Kay entered the room just as the girls finished. He
stared for a moment, then smiled. “You’ve never looked more beautiful, Wife. I’m
going to be the envy of every man in the per’aa tonight.” He kissed me, then fastened
a gorgeous girdle made of turquoise beads around my waist, a special gift for a
special night. It matched my necklace exactly.


  We retraced our steps to the harbor along with Nebit
and Neferuptah – she’d obstinately refused my offer to make her a dress and
hers was, to be charitable, hideous. As we headed for the king’s per’aa I noted
that the foundation for the Ceremonial Way just north of my old village had
reached the top of the escarpment, and that the walls of the nearby valley
temple were now higher than my head.


We weren’t the only ones hurrying towards the entrance
of the large low mud–brick building at the harbor’s southwest corner. Kay
exchanged pleasantries with nearly every person we encountered; I greeted those
I’d become familiar with either working at the harbor with Papa or delivering
linen from my estate. Those of Kay’s acquaintances I didn’t know regarded me
with curiosity; the marriage of a girl as common as me to an official as important
as Kay was still a scandal despite the passage of time. Their wives, all of
whom were strangers to me, took note of my dress with envy.


Half an hour later I was sitting wide–eyed at a small
table in the king’s audience hall, which had been arranged specifically to host
the banquet. I raised with my fingertips the garland of lotus blossoms a girl
had draped around my neck as I entered and inhaled deeply. I’d never smelled
anything so wonderful.


I marveled at my surroundings. The hall was
magnificent, its mud–brick walls and stone columns plastered and brightly
painted with scenes of warriors and hunters and gods and daily life along the
river. Clusters of flowers in every color imaginable cascaded from large
earthenware jars and reed baskets throughout the hall. Blazing torches cast
pools of light along the walls; bowls of oil with flaming linen wicks set on
small wooden tables lit the interior of the room. A wide aisle led from the
entrance through the center of the room to a long row of two–person tables at
the opposite end where the royals would be seated, just in front of the dais
that held the king’s throne. Kay and I shared a small table on the right side of
the aisle in a prominent position with others whose rank was equal to his; the room’s
entrance was to our left and the royal tables close by on our right. Guests
were slowly filling similar tables on both sides of the aisle. My plate and cup
were alabaster, and those on nearby tables marble and porphyry and limestone
and rock crystal and basalt, all thin and works of art. I wondered if my
ancestors had made any of them, or if those had all been buried long ago with
kings for their use in the Afterlife. The royal tableware was gold and silver
and glittered in the torchlight.


The hall and its accoutrements matched my dream so exactly
it was eerie. But not a single dress did. They were absolutely horrid. The linen
had clearly come from my workshop in the delta, and seeing it filled me with
pride. But the styles were unimaginative and sterile, the garments ill–fitting
and unflattering. It struck me how important the design and fit of a garment
truly was; even the finest fabric couldn’t compensate for lack of imagination
or improper sizing. My dress was by far the most spectacular in the room. I
caught more than one woman staring at me and whispering to her neighbor. But
the courtiers’ jewels! They drew attention away from their pedestrian clothing.
Red carnelian and blue–green turquoise and lapis lazuli and quartz and bone and
gold and silver, fashioned into diadems and headbands and chains and pendants
and collars and necklaces and pectorals and bracelets and rings and belts and
anklets. The women of Khufu’s court flaunted their wealth. Most of  them overly.


If not for the disappointment of the dresses, I’d have
wondered if the falcon god had personally arranged my life to bring me to this
place at this time. If he had, my losing Ahmes might have some greater meaning.
Papa claimed the god sent dreams to the talisman’s bearers, giving them
glimpses of their futures. All my life I’d half–hoped my dream had come from
him. Then it would have been magical and powerful. But I wasn’t the talisman’s
bearer yet, so he couldn’t have sent me a dream. Why would he send one about something
as trivial as a banquet anyway? Besides, Papa said the falcon god’s dreams
always came exactly true. But the dresses in my dream weren’t the awful ones being
paraded in front of me. And, so far, I hadn’t glimpsed a single woman with honey–colored
hair. Confirmation my dream hadn’t come from the falcon god. It was just a
normal dream, repeated many times. But the source of my dream didn’t really matter.
I’d seen myself in it attending a banquet in the per’aa, and now I was. My
dream had come true enough.


Between chats with dozens of officials who stopped at
our table to have a word, Kay pointed out chiefs of various delta estates and regions
of the upper valley, and the king’s brothers and sisters and grandchildren and
nieces and nephews and aunts and uncles and cousins. The harvest festival was
an important one, and men had come to Giza from the length of the valley to
attend.


A figure paused at the entrance to the room, creating
a stir. A royal herald announced him.


“Ani, Keeper of the Shrine of Horus at Nekhen.”


The priest, a fairly young man, his head shaved, kilt
immaculate, strode briskly down the aisle and seated himself at a table across
from me.


“Usually a minor priest doesn’t attend a banquet like
this,” Kay said. “But Horus has been recognized as the king’s protector
throughout the valley since the time of the first king, as you well know. And
so Ani has special status.”


According to my family stories, Horus – the falcon god
– had watched over the valley’s leaders when they ruled only individual
settlements, long before they called themselves kings. He’d been worshiped by Nekhen’s
rulers for at least a thousand years, and by my ancestors for nearly twice that
time. Kay had proclaimed my connection to the god loudly and often ever since our
marriage, though no one seemed to take it seriously. I assumed if the falcon
god cared as much about our family as Papa claimed he’d have seen they would.


“Iryiry, Greatest of Seers.”


“The high priest of Re from Iunu, just upriver,” Kay
said.


Iryiry was much older than Ani, his kilt white, his
neck draped with a glittering golden pectoral and several gold pendants, head
also shaved. His staff of office was richly decorated with gold and carnelian.


“He overseers one of the valley’s most important shrines,
though it’s a modest limestone structure. King Netjeryket erected it. Have you
heard of the Benben?”


I shook my head no.


“It’s a stumpy obelisk capped with sheets of pure gold.
It stands atop a mud mound that Re’s adherents claim is the primeval mound of
creation.”


“Is it true Iryiry regulates the yearly calendar we
use to create our schedules?” I asked.


“The astronomer–priests at Iunu make the solar
observations that drive the calendar, from atop the mound,” Kay replied.


Iryiry moved with great dignity down the aisle and
seated himself on the side of the room opposite Kay and me, close to the royal
tables.


“Meryptah, Greatest of Craftsmen.”


“The high priest from Ptah’s temple at Ineb–hedj,” Kay
informed me.


Meryptah was dressed more finely than Iryiry, since
Ptah’s priests controlled estates far richer than Re’s. Meryptah moved even
more ponderously down the aisle than Iryiry had, nodding to courtiers on both
sides as he passed. He seated himself on the side of the room Kay and I
occupied, also close to the royal tables, pointedly directly opposite Iryiry.


“Meryptah hates Iryiry,” Kay whispered.


They were studiously ignoring each other.


“Because they adhere to different gods?”


Kay nodded. “Ptah has been one of the most important
gods in the valley from at least King Narmer’s era. Re is a relative upstart.
The two high priests, through their gods, are competing for prominence on the Giza
plateau. The winner will service King Khufu’s mortuary cult, controlling vast
estates and thus more of the land’s wealth than now.”


“Who’ll win, do you think?” I asked.


Kay shrugged. “The royal family is split almost evenly
between adherents of the two gods. King Khufu himself looks primarily to his
ancient family god, Khnum, even though he’s a god of the South and has no place
here at Giza. It’s anyone’s guess which priesthood Khufu will ultimately pick,
or if he’ll leave that to his successor.”


“Kawab, Eldest Son of the King’s Body, Priest of Khentymentiu.
Hetepheres, second of her name, sister–wife and King’s Daughter.”


The future king and his wife. Kawab, probably in his
late twenties, was extremely corpulent. He wore a long white kilt with a
pointed tip. A large protective amulet of gold hung around his neck. He was
leaning on a long stick, his staff of office. I doubted he’d be able to walk
without its assistance. Hetepheres’ jewels were much finer and more expensive
than those of the courtiers she passed on her way to a seat at the front of the
room. Her dress was far less sophisticated than mine. That pleased me
immensely. Maybe if she noted the difference between our garments tonight she’d
commission me to make her one. It suddenly struck me that I could easily add a
royal dressmaking workshop to my arsenal. After all, I had a pouch full of
designs sketched on ostraca to work from, plus many ideas of my own. Maybe I could
make the women at the next banquet I attended match those in my dream. That was
an exciting thought.


“The king’s sons are all priests of one god or
another,” Kay said. “Keeps the royal household in touch with all the deities.”


The royals began entering one after another, with
barely a pause between. All seemed to be in their mid to late twenties.


“Djedfre, King’s Son of his Body. His wife Khentetka.”


“Meryetyotes, King’s Daughter, second of her name. Her
husband Akhethotep.”


“Khufukhaf, King’s Son of his Body. His wife
Nefertkau.”


He was responsible for moving stone on the plateau. I’d
known him ever since Papa started working at the harbor. He smiled at me as he
passed.


“Horbaef, King’s Son. Meresankh, second of her name,
sister–wife and King’s Daughter.”


“Khafre, King’s Son. His wives Khamerernebty,
Hekenuhedjet, Persenet and Meresankh, third of her name.”


“Did you ever wish you were a royal and could have
many wives at once, Husband?” I teased.


“One suits me,” Kay replied. “You’re more than I can
handle.”


I laughed. If Kay had once kept concubines he didn’t
anymore. I knew that for a fact.


“The king’s sons – Babaef, Bauefre, Minkhaf, Hordjedef.”


“The king’s daughter, Nefertiabet.”


The last three were still children.


“The king’s son, Ankhu. The king’s daughter, Sitba.”


“They’re the king’s youngest marriageable children,”
Kay said. “Born of different mothers. Sitba is a priestess of Re and Ankhu is a
minor priest of Ptah. He oversees the king’s audience hall and dining hall.”


“He arranged this banquet?”


“Yes. Sitba is the king’s favorite. Rumor is the king intends
them to marry, but they can’t stand each other. Both have taken many lovers
among the courtiers. And servants, it’s whispered about Ankhu.”


I didn’t doubt it in either case. I’d never seen any woman
as ravishing as Sitba – eyes brown, dark curly hair reaching nearly to her
waist, skin light brown, legs long, cheeks dimpled, taller than average. I
guessed her to be about eighteen. She outshone every woman in the room and knew
it. Jewels glittered at brow and neck and wrist and waist and ankle. Her dress
was nothing special – what I wouldn’t give to make her a proper one. Almost
every unattached man was trying hard to get her attention. She smiled at them
in turn, as if each might have a chance to be with her. Ankhu was around Sitba’s
age, and extraordinarily handsome. Though much shorter than Ahmes, the only man
I’d ever met who could compare. As many women were trying to draw Ankhu’s
attention as men were his sister’s.


A brief pause.


“Henutsen, King’s Wife.”


The minor, first to enter. She stepped to the right of
the doorway.


“Meryetyotes, Great of Scepter.”


The king’s most important wife, mother of the future
king. She moved to the left.


Both were in their late thirties, dazzling, their
jewels even more spectacular than Sitba’s, the gold circlets around their brows
amazing, their dresses painfully inadequate for women of their status. I
cringed.


Then, finally: “Khnum–Khufu, King of the Black Land
and Red. Ruler of the Delta and Upper Valley. Master of Sedge and Bee. Medjedu,
Horus in the Per’aa. Living God.”


I caught my breath, awe–struck. For the first time in
my life I was in the presence of the most powerful man who’d ever walked the
earth. The pyramid rising on the plateau, the tens of thousands of men and
women laboring at Giza, the fleets of boats, the estates and farms, the herds,
the quarries – everything and every activity in the valley was an expression of
his will and might. I’d glimpsed King Khufu from afar at the harbor a few
times; I’d never been close enough to make out his features. He was short
though sturdily built, his face and nose broad, mouth wide, ears large, cheeks
fleshy, presence commanding. His shendyt was of the purest white linen – mine –
and his sandals were leather and his pectoral solid gold. He wore the double
crown: a red headdress with a low front and high back representing the
goddesses Neith and Wadjet, protectors of the delta, and within the arms of the
red headdress the bulbous white tiara representing the goddess Nekhbet of the
upper river. Khufu grasped a crook and flail in his hands, symbols of his
authority over the valley, dating from a time when our ancestors wandered the
savannah herding cattle and goats and sheep. The shafts of the objects were
solid gold, decorated with bands of lapis lazuli. A lion’s pelt was draped over
one shoulder and a lion’s tail was attached at the back of his belt. He was
wearing a false beard, secured by a cord looped around his ears. As he and his
wives processed side–by–side down the aisle we all fell to our knees and bowed our
heads.


Once the king seated himself the rest of us did.
Musicians, all beautiful young women, began playing in an open space to the
royals’ right. Young girls in white skirts descended upon the tables bearing platters
piled high with foodstuffs, an equal number carrying brimming jars of wine
carefully so they wouldn’t spill. I’d never seen food and drink in such variety,
not even on Kay’s estate. I sipped from my cup, recognized the vintage, nudged Kay.


“Your wine. As you once boasted to Iufaa. Favored by
the king.”


He touched his cup to mine.


The low hum of conversation filled the room,
punctuated with occasional peals of laughter. I picked at my food, too excited
to eat. I could hardly tear my eyes away from the royals. I wanted to memorize
everything about this night, and everyone. I almost pinched myself a couple of
times to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.


Partway through the meal a dozen dancing girls dashed
into the open space directly in front of King Khufu, all of them young and nubile,
their hair long and unbound and swirling, wearing only girdles of colorful beads
that clacked in time to their vigorous gyrations. Men from throughout the hall
pressed close to the front to see better, elbowing each other for position,
including the king’s unmarried sons. One dancer stood out from the rest – her
leaps higher, spins faster, movements more elegant – a willowy girl on the cusp
of womanhood. “Satamun,” someone nearby whispered, pointing to her. Khufu
watched the dancers attentively, eagerly, on the edge of his chair. He had many
concubines; his ravenous appetite for women was no secret. I wondered if any of
these dancers would wind up among them. When they finally rushed from the hall
to loud cries of appreciation all were gasping for breath, chests heaving,
drenched with sweat.


Khafre immediately moved from the tables he was sharing
with his wives into the space before King Khufu. “Father, I have a story for
you.”


“The king loves stories,” Kay whispered. “He demands
them of his sons whenever his family gathers.”


“Excellent! Begin, My Son.”


Khafre half–turned so he could address the king and
the rest of us simultaneously. “There was in years gone by a king, Nebka –
life, health, prosperity, justified. One of his chief counselors was a priest,
Ubaoner, whom he loved greatly. King Nebka granted Ubaoner a fine estate just
south of Ineb–hedj, below where ancient tombs line the bluff at Saqqara.
Ubaoner’s estate had a fine house of mud–brick, and a vineyard, and gardens, and
vast fields of barley and emmer. There was a large basin on his estate which
filled to overflowing during the inundation and thereafter watered his fields
after the river subsided. The basin was connected to the river by an irrigation
ditch. The ditch’s banks were thickly lined with palm and acacia trees.


“Ubaoner was an old man. One time, upon returning from
an audience at the king’s court, he discovered evidence his comely young wife was
engaged in a love affair with one of the king’s craftsmen, a carpenter who
resided nearby in Ineb–hedj. Furious, Ubaoner secretly fashioned a crocodile
from wax and set it aside against a time he might have need of it. He didn’t
have long to wait. He soon learned his unfaithful wife was making plans to meet
her lover the next evening. So Ubaoner cast a spell upon the crocodile, that it
might come to life when it touched water.


“The carpenter always snuck onto Ubaoner’s estate by
wading through the irrigation ditch, his movements screened from view by the
trees on its banks. Ubaoner ordered the overseer of his fields to cast the
crocodile into that ditch. He did. The next day, when the carpenter waded
through the ditch towards the meeting place, the crocodile seized him in its strong
jaws and carried him to the bottom of the basin, which was overflowing from the
inundation. The crocodile kept the carpenter in the basin, underwater, for
seven days.


“Those seven days coincided with a visit to Ubaoner’s
estate by King Nebka. Each of the first six nights Ubaoner entertained King
Nebka and his Great of Scepter at a magnificent feast, attended by courtiers
from Ineb–hedj and local officials. Each night Ubaoner sat at the front of the
banquet room beside the king, along with his young wife, as if nothing had
happened. On the last day of the king’s visit, after their meal was done,
Ubaoner stood up in front of his guests and told King Nebka about the crocodile
and the carpenter. Ubaoner’s wife turned pale. Ubaoner ordered two of his
huntsmen to seize her. Then Ubaoner and the king and his guests strolled to the
bank of the basin, the huntsmen dragging the unfaithful wife with them. Ubaoner,
in a loud voice, summoned the crocodile to the surface. The crocodile’s head
broke the water nearby, the carpenter between his merciless jaws, and he swam
to the riverbank.


“King Nebka raised his arms and cried out to the
crocodile to devour the carpenter. He did, to screams of agony. The basin ran
red with blood.


“King Nebka then turned his attention to the
adulterous wife. He ordered her to be set on fire. So the huntsmen tied her to
a stake next to the basin and piled wood about her legs and lit it while Ubaoner
and King Nebka and his guests watched. Afterwards, King Nebka ordered what
remained of her body to be thrown into the river.”


“Splendid!” Khufu cried.


Cheers rang throughout the hall.


Khafre bowed to his father and resumed his seat, to
the congratulations of his wives.


Though the story was far–fetched, I couldn’t help
think about Kay and Djedu and their decades–long affair. Would King Nebka have
fed them to a crocodile or burned their bodies too? Then I wondered what King Khufu
would think if he ever heard Papa tell our family stories. They were as
improbable as Khafre’s. Though, I thought, more entertaining.


After we finished eating Kay began circulating through
the room with me on his arm, showing me off, introducing me to his
acquaintances and their wives, so many that names and faces became a blur. From
time to time we paused to sip fresh cups of wine or nibble honeyed cakes. After
a couple of hours, exhausted, my feet hurting, I took a seat out of the way to
rest for a moment, observing the swirl of activity, letting the low roar of
countless conversations wash over me. I hoped this wasn’t the last banquet I’d
attend. I was having such a good time. Everything about it was spectacular –
except for the garments. I decided I’d definitely speak with Kay about creating
a dress–making workshop for the royals to go along with my other two before we
went to bed tonight. Another way to set him apart from his rival courtiers and
for me to gain enough leverage to insist he restore Ahmes to his rightful
position.


Without warning Nebit collapsed heavily onto the chair
next to me, almost losing his balance. I’d managed to avoid him all night. He
leaned close, eyes bloodshot, breath stinking, drunk as usual. He seized my forearm.
“Stop checkin’ on me,” he muttered.


He’d never reconciled himself to me going over the records
he dictated to the scribes daily to ensure their accuracy.


I jerked my arm free. I was excessively tired of him
bruising me every time he drank too much. “The day Kay tells me to stop I will.”
I lowered my voice. “I’m not your enemy, Nebit. Regain Kay’s trust and he’ll
tell me to leave you alone.”


“Ha!” He stared at my stomach. “Dead baby. Fail Father.
No brat get my estates. Mine forever – not yours.” He laughed cruelly, rose, staggered
away.


I couldn’t help the tears that sprang to my eyes. Nebit
was an awful and cruel man. I thanked the gods I’d been spared becoming his
wife.


Nebit had barely departed when Kay appeared. “The king
wants to meet you.”


“You mean, you want to show me off to the king,” I countered.


“Does it matter?”


Kay took my suddenly trembling hand in his and led me
to the foot of the dais. I’d never been so nervous in my life. About to speak
to a living god. Me. My friends were never going to believe it. The king was conversing
with two women, one in her early twenties, one, probably ten or so, likely her
daughter.


Kay bowed and I followed suit. “Majesty, my wife, the
lady Maetkra.”


The king looked me up and down lasciviously, smiled
broadly. “My Lady.”


Living god Khufu might be, but he had the same desires
as any other man. I’d been  looked at that way so often I could scream.


Kay introduced the older woman, her dress atrocious
but her jewels spectacular. “This is Khentetka, wife of the king’s son Djedfre.
This is their daughter, Neferhetepes.”


I bowed again. “Majesties.”


Both of them eyed me too. But for a different reason.
My dress.


“Kay, I understand we have you to thank for the
immense improvement in the quality of linen in the king’s household,” Khentetka
said.


“Actually, it was Maetkra’s idea to create a royal
linen workshop,” he replied.


I was shocked he’d given me credit.


The king gazed at me appraisingly.


“I was a seamstress for many years in the House of
Weaving in Akhet Khufu, Majesties,” I explained. “After I married Kay, I
discovered the women on his estate were better weavers than the women in the
pyramid workers’ village. So I convinced Nefertheith, the overseer of weaving
here at Giza, to use my linen.”


“Nefertheith was a friend of my father’s,” Khufu interjected.
“I practically had to order him to relocate to Giza to serve me. He’s a
stubborn man. Hard to convince, no doubt.”


“You know him well, Majesty.” I laughed.


“A seamstress? Did you make your dress?” Neferhetepes queried.


“I did, Majesty.”


“Make me one like it!” she demanded excitedly. “I want
to outshine my cousins at the next banquet.”


“And me as well,” Khentetka added. “I’d like to put the
wives of my husband’s brothers in their place.”


“Of course, Majesties,” I replied, ecstatic. “I’ll
make both of you the envy of every woman and girl in the king’s court.” Which,
frankly, wouldn’t be that difficult.


“It appears you have the start of a royal dressmaking
workshop too,” King Khufu chuckled.


I wouldn’t have to suggest it to Kay. The king just
had. “Why not?” I responded.


“It was a pleasure to meet you, My Lady,” Khufu said. “Now,
come with me, Kay. I need your advice.”


I bowed.


The king and Kay moved towards a secluded corner,
leaving me with the women.


“What now?” Khentetka asked.


“How about if I visit you in your room here in the per’aa
first thing in the morning, Majesty? I’ll take both of your measurements, make
a few sketches so I can match style to your bodies, then return the following day
with several designs for you to choose from. I’ll create the dresses, then
bring them and fit them.”


“Very good, Maetkra. We’ll see you in the morning.”


“I can’t wait!” Neferhetepes exclaimed, clapping her
hands.


The royals moved away. I could hardly contain my joy.
Me, not so long ago a common seamstress, commissioned to create dresses for the
king’s women. Not even in my wildest dreams had I dreamed that.


I lay in bed later that night, or, rather, early the
following morning, next to Kay. A burning bowl of oil provided faint light. He propped
himself on an elbow and gazed down at me and tenderly brushed a strand of hair
from my face.


“Did you enjoy the banquet, Maetkra?”


“I can’t begin to tell you how much. Thank you for
taking me.”


Kay bent and kissed me. “When we married I was trying to
defeat a rival, Maetkra. To claim a prize. Nothing more. I never suspected what
you were capable of. I never expected to find love.”


If Kay hadn’t exiled Ahmes on my account my feelings
for him might have evolved this past year. I might have come to love him too. I
never would have selected Kay to be my husband if I’d had a real choice; that
said, he was a kind and decent man and was giving me a life far better than I’d
ever hoped for, and was allowing me to keep the measure of independence I’d
wrested for myself. But he had exiled Ahmes, and lied to me about it, and I
couldn’t forgive him for either. I still wanted to be with Ahmes in the worst
way. Failing that, I at least wanted Ahmes to gain an even better life than he’d
had before Kay took everything from him. So I slipped into my role of adoring
wife. I kissed Kay back. “Neither did I,” I said softly, knowing precisely how
he’d interpret my words.
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“This is your finest batch of linen yet, Maetkra,” Nefertheith
said admiringly. He no longer treated me like a seamstress, but like the lady
of an estate. Once he’d started to, I’d insisted he not address me by my title.
We had too much history together.


A number of my porters were carefully piling the bolts
in one of the workshop’s storage rooms. As always, I was personally delivering
what my women had woven. I’d left the estate at dawn and it was now mid–afternoon.
As soon as I finished here I was headed to the per’aa. I had a couple of
dresses to fit for royal women. I’d made garments for close to two dozen women
since the first I’d created for Khentetka and her daughter. I took measurements
and conducted fittings during my monthly visits to Nefertheith.


“I’ll plant twice as much land in flax this coming year,
beginning a few weeks from now,” I said. “Along with what I’ll receive from
other estates, your seamstresses won’t run out of material at any point in the
foreseeable future.”


After my linen was accounted for by the scribes, I sat
with Khenut, getting caught up.


“Six months since you lost your second child,” Khenut
commiserated. “Are you…”


“Pregnant again? Not yet,” I said. “I really want to
give Kay a son.” I lowered my voice. “Put some fear into Nebit.”


“He’s still giving you a hard time?”


“It seems to be his life’s mission. I avoid him as
much as I can, but it’s impossible on the estate. He’s two different people –
one when Kay’s around, another when he’s absent. He makes me miserable on
purpose. So does Neferuptah. But I’m not about to complain to Kay. He’d deny my
accusations. Kay would have to question the overseers to resolve our dispute. Nebit’s
adherents would back him; mine would back me.”


“You’ve won over some of the overseers?”


“About half.” I sighed. “I’m not going to create a
rift on the estate just to keep myself from being hurt by Nebit.”


“You’re a very wise and strong woman,” Khenut said,
putting her hand on my forearm.


“I can’t understand how a man as energetic as Kay
could have a son who’s so lazy.”


An ashen–faced porter dashed into the workroom,
located me, rushed to my side. “There’s been an accident at the harbor, My Lady!
Hurry!” He spun and ran from the House of Weaving.


Who’d been hurt? Papa? Kay? Someone else? Most harbor
workers knew I was a healer. I’d patched up enough injuries the years I’d
haunted the quays. Whoever or whatever, it had to be serious. I wondered why
they hadn’t summoned one of the king’s healers. Maybe I was closer. I ran after
the porter as fast as I could, leaving Khenut far behind. Kemtet kept pace with
me. As always, she’d accompanied me to Giza. Sweaty porters in dirty kilts were
gathered in a semicircle on one of the quays, facing the harbor, close by a
capsized boat. A six–foot wide section of the wooden quay had splintered. One
end of a particularly long and heavy block of red granite rested partly atop
what remained of the shattered planks, its other end in the harbor mud. A load
from Abu destined for the king’s burial chamber must have shifted as porters
were unloading the boat. Ak and Userbat were among the watching porters; as
usual during the inundation they were staying with Papa. I burst through the gathered
men. What I saw momentarily paralyzed me. Both Papa and Kay were face–down on
the quay, pinned beneath the long side of a second granite block. It covered
Papa from the middle of his back down, and Kay from below both knees. A dozen porters
were frantically straining to lift the block off them.


“Stop!” I averted my eyes for a moment, sickened, then
steeled myself and knelt and quickly examined the victims. Papa was already dead,
eyes blank and staring, blood flowing from the corner of his mouth. Kay was
still alive and conscious and in terrible pain, pounding the ground with both fists.
He locked the eye I could see on mine, beseeching. There was little chance of
saving him. But I had to try. “You three men – tear strips of linen from your
kilts.”


Khenut arrived just then, breathless, pushing aside bystanders
to reach me. She and Kemtet began ripping their skirts. None of the men moved.
They stood watching like sheep.


“By the gods! Now!” I screamed.


Numerous strips quickly appeared.


I forced myself to be dispassionate, to summon to mind
everything I knew about healing. “Kemtet and Khenut, tie strips tightly around Kay’s
right leg, above where it’s crushed. I’ll work on his left.”


A few minutes later, the tourniquets in place, I ordered
porters to lift the block. They raised it just enough that others could pull Papa
and Kay from underneath, then dropped it with a thud. Kay screamed as they dragged
him clear. Mangled crushed legs and feet. Blood pooling. He screamed again when
they rolled him onto his back. He was breathing heavily, a froth of blood on his
lips, face etched with pain.


“Porters were unloading the boat when it rolled and
capsized,” the crew’s overseer told me. “The last two blocks on board smashed
onto the quay. Pakhar and Kay were conferring with their backs to the boat.
They never stood a chance.”


A healer arrived and began working on Kay. I too knelt
beside him, tenderly brushed the hair from his brow, stained it with blood. My
hands and arms to the elbow and my thighs were drenched. The healer looked at
me with sympathy. I didn’t need him to tell me I’d just delayed the inevitable.
After a moment porters and my cousins loaded Papa’s body and Kay onto
hastily–improvised litters.


I quickly slipped the talisman from around Papa’s
neck, placed it around mine, kissed him. The talisman clanked against the
turquoise necklace Kay had given me. I remembered Papa telling me that in the
nearly three thousand years our family had borne the talisman I’d be only the tenth
woman to wear it. Had any of them acquired it in such a horrific manner? He’d
said each of the other nine had altered our world in a profound way, so he
expected the falcon god had something special in store for me. I doubted that. There
was nothing at all special about me.


The porters carried Kay and Papa to Kay’s nearby house,
slowly, trying not to bump or jostle. Workers lined both sides of every lane
the entire way, the men solemn, the women tearful. Both Kay and Papa were well–liked
in Akhet Khufu. Despite the porters’ care Kay screamed, over and over. Even the
slightest movement was excruciating. Once inside our house the porters laid Kay’s
litter atop his bed and transferred Papa’s body to reed mats on the floor on
the opposite side of the room. Kay was conscious but his eyes were closed, his breathing
shallow and labored, chest barely rising and falling. I sank to the floor beside
him. The burst of frantic activity done, shock caught up to me.


Ak and Userbat sat down beside Papa.


Kay’s eyes fluttered open. “Water,” he croaked.


Kemtet handed me a cup. Her hands were bloody and her
cheeks wet with tears. I raised Kay’s head a bit, gave him a sip of water. He
grimaced, swallowed.


“Am I going to die?” Kay whispered.


“Yes. My Love.” Now was not the time to be cruel, to
admit my true feelings, when he was on the brink of the Afterlife. Better to
lie and let him die happy. I lay my head on his chest.


He stroked my hair, over and over. “Never knew such
happiness… had with you, Maetkra,” he gasped. “Promise… won’t forget me.”


“Never, My Love,” I said.


“Fetch… scribe,” Kay told Kemtet weakly. “Niptah.”


He was in the next room. He’d come with me to Giza
today, carrying scrolls from Uhemka. He’d hated me from the day I’d worked on
the schedules instead of him. He hurried in at Kemtet’s summons. He didn’t look
at me.


“Get word… Uhemka,” Kay told him, his voice barely audible.
He grimaced.


“Do this later,” I urged. “Rest. Regain some strength.”


“No time,” Kay replied. He licked his lips, addressed Niptah.
He was beginning to breathe harder and more slowly. Blood was trickling from a
corner of his mouth. “Tell Uhemka… send scrolls… funerary priests… estates. Inform…
my death. He knows where… grave goods stored. Tell him… finish tomb Khufu… gave
me… Giza. On plateau. Tell him… assign boat… shuttle offerings… daily.”


“I’ll see to it, My Lord.”


“Get word… Ahmes. Tell him… come to Giza.”


“Send a boat to Tura immediately,” I ordered Niptah. “Ahmes
can be here by first light.” I knew Ahmes wasn’t at Tura. I could be a little
cruel after all, even now. But my anger at Kay for exiling Ahmes had been
building for a very long time.


“Not at Tura,” Kay whispered.


“He’s in the Sinai,” Niptah informed me smugly.


“The Sinai? Herding donkeys?” I acted surprised.


“Sorry…” Kay said guiltily. “Sent him away after…
married. Jealous… you loved him.” A deathbed confession.


“Neither of us would have dishonored our marriage,” I
said softly.


“I was… weak and foolish… insecure,” Kay said. “I kept
you… Ahmes apart. Should have… trusted.” He addressed Niptah. “Ahmes must… look
after Maetkra… now. Write it.”


“Of course, My Lord.” He scratched on the scroll.


“Marry Ahmes… Maetkra. Have my… blessing. You two I
love most. Wronged Ahmes. Tell him… I’m sorry.”


“I will,” I assured him. Finally, after all these
years, my path to being with Ahmes was finally clear. For us, at least, some
good would come from Kay’s death.


“Ahmes… take over my operations… throughout valley,” Kay
told Niptah. “Not Nebit. Vizier Hemiun… confirm… Send Hemiun scroll. State… my
wish.”


“Nebit will fight it, My Love,” I said. “He’s your
blood. Ahmes isn’t.”


Kay gathered his remaining strength. “Ahmes is my son,”
he said clearly, without hesitation, his eyes meeting mine. “Oldest. I…
acknowledge him. Put in… scroll, Niptah.”


Niptah was clearly shocked. “Yes, My Lord,” he
stammered. He wrote the words shakily.


“Maetkra… to have… delta estate,” Kay dictated. “And
workshops. Send scroll… Hemiun. King… confirm. Estates not devoted… funerary
cults… to Nebit.” He glanced at me. “Unless you… object, My Love.”


I took hold of his hand. “Of course not. You’ve been
too generous with me already.”


Kay smiled wanly. “I know how… Nebit is. Having so
much… reconcile him… you having a little.”


Kemtet gave him another sip of water.


“Ahmes… have my estate… near Nekhen,” Kay told Niptah.
“Will… make up for…”


They were the last words he ever spoke. He lapsed into
unconsciousness as the scribe scratched his order on the scroll.


I sat beside Kay after that, dry–eyed, waiting, his death
only a matter of time. Soon his breath began rattling in his throat. Khenut put
her arms around me, stroked my long hair over and over. Senu arrived, summoned
from his master’s nearby house by a message from Khenut. He too sat beside me
and put his arm around my shoulders. Shortly afterwards Nebit appeared. He’d
come with me from the estate this morning. Where he’d been all this time I hadn’t
a clue. He glanced at his father for a moment, then pulled Niptah into a corner
of the room and conferred with him. Niptah showed him the scrolls Kay had
dictated.


Shortly after the sun dipped below the horizon and the
room darkened Kay died. Khenut and Kemtet and I joined together in a keening
cry that was taken up by the serving women who’d gathered in the next room. I
hadn’t loved Kay, but I had cared for him, at least a little, and at the end he’d
done right by Ahmes. Nebit and Senu and Niptah immediately left. We three women
bathed Kay’s body by the light of flaming bowls of oil and dressed him in a
fine shendyt I’d made for him, the one he’d worn to the banquet in the per’aa.


We’d barely finished when three priests entered the
room, along with four assistants to carry Kay’s body away on a litter and two
men bearing torches. I recognized the most important as the Overseer of the
Keepers of the Divine Seal. He was dressed in a pointed kilt, with a strip of
white linen over his left shoulder and chest. He was leaning on a staff and
carrying a kherep scepter in his right hand. He was accompanied by the Embalmer
of Khentymentiu and a lector priest. The assistants carefully lifted the litter
and carried it from the room. The lector priest walked a few steps ahead, reading
from a scroll he’d carried rolled up in his left hand, texts intended to ensure
a successful funeral for Kay, a smooth transition to the Afterlife, and an
undisturbed Afterlife existence. We exited the house. Many of the harbor
overseers and officials who’d worked with and for Kay were clustered in the
walled courtyard beyond, their faces solemn in the light of a torches held
aloft by a dozen servants. I spotted Iufaa. I assumed he’d come to gloat over
the passing of his rival, not mourn him. I pointedly ignored him. Everyone fell
in behind the priests and the litter and my small entourage after we passed.


We stepped into the street, entirely filled with Kay’s
servants and neighbors and workmen from the harbor. A group of professional
mourners began wailing and tearing their clothes and tossing handfuls of dirt
on their heads – summoned, I assumed, by Nebit. Two professional mourners, or
djeret – one representing Nepthys, the other Isis – moved to the head of the
procession. Our torchlit procession snaked through the darkness a quarter of a
mile to the Ibu shelter at the edge of Akhet Khufu, where Kay’s body would be
purified. High–stepping Muu dancers met us there, circling the litter,
welcoming Kay while the lector priest read a ritual of glorification. That
ceremony done, the priests carried Kay’s body inside the shelter. During the
night, I knew, priests would remove Kay’s brain and internal organs, parts of
his body that could decay and affect his future existence. Sometime tomorrow he’d
be moved to the Wabet, accompanied once again by priests and dancers. There,
over the course of seventy days, the rest of his soft tissue would be either removed
or allowed to rot from his bones. Priests would wrap whatever remained in fine
linen, reconstituting Kay’s body, not as it had been in life, but transformed, filled
with magic. That’s when I, along with his friends, would carry him onto the
plateau and lay him inside his tomb, with the grave goods he’d set aside in
life.


Once Kay was safely inside the Ibu shelter I wearily returned
to his house, winding my way with my closest friends through darkened lanes. I
wasn’t done with death. I helped Khenut and Kemtet wash the blood from Papa and
dress him in one of Kay’s kilts. By the time we finished that horrible task it
was dawn. Porters from the harbor arrived with a litter, summoned by Senu, and
placed his body on it. They slowly carried him from Akhet Khufu towards the
burial ground set aside for workers on the Giza plateau. The crowd accompanying
us was large. Ak and Userbat and Senu were in attendance along with,
surprisingly, Nebit. There were no professional mourners or priests.


I followed the litter, beating my chest, overcome by
my double loss, falling to my knees over and over, grabbing handfuls of dust
and tossing them on my head. The dirt mixed with my tears and streaked my face
with mud. Khenut was at my side, and Kemtet, my cousins a few steps behind. The
procession passed out of Akhet Khufu, climbed from the bottomlands to the dusty
plateau, crossed it to the two–level cemetery. We moved along the path through
the upper level, a slope where a handful of large and elaborate tombs belonging
to overseers and officials were located – some with stepped domes or beehives
of mud–brick or six–foot high gabled roofs or miniature mastabas, complete with
tiny courtyards and inscribed doors and statues. A mini–ramp on one led up to
and around its dome. The mighty unfinished pyramid of the king loomed over us a
quarter of a mile away.


“That’s Nefertheith’s tomb,” I told Kemtet, pointing,
trying to distract myself from my overwhelming losses. “It’s large enough for
his whole family – all eighteen children and him and both wives. Khenut and I carried
offerings inside when Niankh–Hathor was buried. The tomb has three false doors.
Nefertheith’s shows women grinding grain and baking bread. The second, for him
and Niankh-Hathor, has images of natron and sacred water and oil and incense
and kohl and fourteen types of bread and cakes and onions and beef and grain
and figs and fruit and beer and wine.”


“He’ll be well–fed in the next life.”


“The last door is for him and Neferhetepes. It portrays
her as a midwife.”


“Where will My Lord Kay’s tomb be?” Kemtet asked.


I pointed. “Over there. It’ll have a square courtyard
in front of the chapel, with low walls of limestone and granite and basalt
fragments – waste from the pyramid. The king granted him the land and
materials.”


“Those stelae name the tomb owners,” Senu told Kemtet.
He’d fallen in beside her. “That’s the overseer of the side of the pyramid, that’s
the director of craftsmen, over there the overseer of masonry and the director
of workers and the director of royal works.” He pointed. “That’s the tomb of Petety
and his wife. The inscription on their stela is my favorite: Listen all of you! The priest of Hathor will beat twice
any of you who enters this tomb or does harm to it. The gods will confront him
because I am one honored by his lord. The gods will not allow anything to
happen to me. Anyone who does anything bad to my tomb, then the crocodile, the
hippopotamus, and the lion will eat him.”


It saddened me that Papa would have no fine tomb or
stela with an inscription. He’d lay in the lower level of the cemetery in a
simple pit in the sand beside other shaft graves, excavated amid those from a
time long before King Khufu had relocated his workforce to Giza. The number of
graves was growing; many workers died in their mid–thirties, so hard was the labor
and so serious the injuries. The procession moved down the ramp from the upper
level to the lower and halted. The rectangular pit had already been dug. The
men removed Papa from the litter and laid him in the fetal position in the bottom
of the pit atop a few reed mats, his face to the west.


I knelt beside the pit, tears streaming down my
cheeks, Khenut’s arms around me, Kemtet’s hand on my shoulder. When King Khufu
died he’d use his pyramid to ascend to the never–setting stars or to the sky
with Re. But Papa and Mother weren’t of royal birth and for them there could be
nothing more than a shadowy existence in their graves, no life sustained
forever by prayers and offerings and a funerary cult. Once I died there’d be no
one to speak their names and they’d be forgotten and they’d no longer exist. Even in death, I thought, my kind are far below the king. Then I felt the talisman
dangling around my neck, the sacred burden that was now mine. Or maybe not. If the falcon god chose Papa in life, won’t
he raise him beside him in death? Unless the talisman doesn’t actually have
anything to do with the falcon god and our family is no more chosen than any
other. Unless Papa’s stories are only stories.


Uncertainty deepened my sorrow. I bent and placed an
amulet in one of Papa’s hands and closed his fingers around it so the other
gods would know him, just in case. I whispered a prayer to the falcon god, then
to Hathor, the Mistress of Sycamore, patroness of the royal household, whose
ancient shrine was on this plateau, and finally to Khentymentiu, the Foremost
of Westerners, to watch over Papa. I removed the talisman from around my neck for
a moment and touched it to Papa’s eyes and ears and nose and mouth, so he’d be
able to see and hear and smell and eat in the next life. One of my ancestors,
Amenia, had been the first to do that, using this very talisman according to family
stories. Now it was done at funerals throughout the valley. I replaced the
talisman and rose and watched as the workers filled the grave with sand. Within
moments all trace of Papa was gone. I looked up at the distant pyramid towering
over the plateau. It alone would remain to testify that Papa had even existed –
along with the story of his life, which I’d pass on to my descendants.


“Father’s boat is waiting in the harbor to take you back
to the estate until his body is ready for burial,” Nebit told me, surprisingly solicitous.


Numbly, lost in grief, not wanting to think or make a
decision, I trailed him to the harbor. Khenut hugged me goodbye on the quay.
Kemtet helped me aboard and into the pavilion. A pallet had been prepared for
me and I stretched out on it, exhausted. It wasn’t yet midday, but I hadn’t slept since the morning I’d left the delta.


“Don’t let anyone disturb her,” Nebit sharply ordered
two ebony–skinned serving girls inside the pavilion.


“Yes, My Lord,” they answered in unison. They, and
Kemtet, followed him from the pavilion after lowering the reed mats on all four
sides.


My last memory before I fell asleep was the gentle
rocking of the boat and the sound of oars dipping in the water as we exited the
canal and entered the river.


 


 


***


 


 


I entered a magnificent banquet hall, brightly lit by
dozens of flickering lamps, its plastered walls colored with amazing images of
the king and dozens of gods, its air fragrant with the scent of flowers and
incense and perfume. Where else could the hall be but inside the king’s per’aa,
his royal residence? Comely young serving girls in white skirts circulated
among a host of men and women, bearing platters laden with mouth–watering
foodstuffs and jars brimming with wine. The women were gorgeous, their dresses
marvelous – blindingly white, sheer, clinging – their brows and throats and
waists and wrists bedecked with jewelry of gold and turquoise and carnelian and
crystal. Who could they be but the wives and daughters of the king and his
favored courtiers? Just ahead of me a tall woman with long honey–colored hair
paused in the doorway. She’d been noticed. By absolutely everyone. All
conversation in the hall instantly ceased. Then came gasps. Women were staring
at her, shocked, awed, whispering urgently to each other. Her dress was unlike
any other woman’s in the hall – a fisherman’s net, except instead of rope the
strands were made of thousands of glittering beads of  faience and turquoise
and carnelian and gold. I’d never seen any dress so exotic, so original, so
daring.


The woman turned, faced me. She was stunning, her
features as exotic as her dress. She wasn’t from the valley. She smiled. “I’m Khufu’s
wife now, Maetkra, thanks to you.”


 


I awakened. From the dim light I knew it was dawn. I’d
been asleep for nearly a day. For a moment I lay on my pallet, recalling my
dream. The falcon god sent dreams to those who bore the talisman, Papa had told
me. Dreams that always came true. I’d placed the talisman around my neck for
the very first time yesterday afternoon. Had this dream come from the falcon
god? Because it wasn’t the same dream I’d dreamed hundreds of times before. It
ended differently. This time, for the first time, I saw the face of the woman
with the honey–colored hair, and she spoke to me and thanked me for making her
King Khufu’s wife. Me? Who was she? I’d never seen her at any banquet I’d
attended with Kay in the per’aa. Khufu already had two wives. Was she going to
be his third? How could I possibly make the king take her to wife? I had no
influence with the king. I’d only met him once, for a moment. I knew from Papa’s
stories that the falcon god’s dreams were always mysterious, seen clearest in
hindsight. Would its truth be revealed to me at some point in the future? Or
was this just another wishful dream with no connection to any god, influenced
by the banquet I’d attended in Khufu’s hall?


If the dream was from the falcon god, though… I’d
misinterpreted it my entire life. Both Papa and I had thought the dream meant I
was destined to be a courtier. But it was now clear the dream was about the
woman, not me, of me helping her achieve her
destiny. I recalled the dream one of my ancestors, Tiaa, had supposedly been
given by the god. Her dream was about her making a man who wasn’t in the line
of succession the ruler of a settlement called Nekhen. Thanks to her, for
centuries thereafter Nekhen had been the most important settlement in the
entire valley, spreading its culture far and wide. Tiaa’s dream hadn’t benefited
her. Just as mine, apparently, didn’t have anything to do with me. If it was in
fact from the falcon god.


Confused, uneasy, I stretched, rose, stepped outside
the pavilion. The boat was moored to a section of riverbank lined with palm
trees. The plains to its west were still covered with water, though a few
isolated high spots near the river where the inundation had already receded
stood out, mud–covered. Then I noted mastabas lining the lip of the western
plateau, and above them the upper two levels of King Netjeryket’s Step Pyramid.
We were near Saqqara, not the delta. We’d traveled in the wrong direction.


I called for Kemtet.


One of the boat’s serving girls rushed to me. “You’re
awake, My Lady.”


“Where’s Kemtet?”


“In the stern.”


“Send her to me.”


The second girl appeared. The two looked at each
other. “We’ve been told not to, My Lady.”


“What are we doing here?” I demanded, suddenly uneasy.


The first girl shrugged. “We sailed upriver until
nightfall yesterday, then tied up. I don’t know where we are. I’ve never been
on the river before.”


“You’re coming with Userbat and me to our farm,
Maetkra.”


I turned. Ak was standing a few paces away, smirking.


The farm? What was Ak talking about? We should be at
my estate already. My estate, given me by
Kay. What was Ak doing on this boat anyway? The river wouldn’t fall for another
week or so. He should be unloading boats at the harbor. “I am not!” I insisted.
“Tell the captain to turn this boat around and take me home.”


“Nebit turned you over to Userbat and me,” Ak said. “He
told us to tie you up if you don’t come along quietly.”


I was being kidnapped? “You wouldn’t dare!”


“Really? You know me better than that,” Ak chuckled.
His voice turned ominous. “Best you obey, Cousin. Best you reconcile yourself
to your fate. If you don’t – if you try to escape or something equally stupid,
Kemtet will pay the price.”


“You’re using her as a hostage?” I was
appalled. “Ahmes will come looking for his sister, you idiot! Have you
forgotten how easily he threw Userbat off his boat? He’ll kill you if you so
much as touch Kemtet.”


“He won’t come looking for you,” Ak said smugly. “He’ll
never even know you’ve disappeared. Nebit told us he’s been exiled to the
Sinai. If by some chance he returns to the delta and asks about you or Kemtet, Nebit
will tell him Kay gave you an estate in the Deep South and Kemtet went along to
serve you. The same thing he’s going to tell Kemtet’s parents. There’s no one
left to care about you – except me.” He pulled something from a leather pouch
at his waist, held it up. A girdle of carnelian beads. A gift given me by Kay. “I’ve
been well–paid to take you south.”


My heart fell. This couldn’t be happening. How could I
be in Ak’s clutches? I was the wife of a courtier – widow. Nebit! The vindictive
pig. He’d waited until I was vulnerable and taken advantage to dispose of me. I
recalled him reading the scrolls Niptah had written containing Kay’s final instructions.
No doubt Nebit had already destroyed them. He’d probably paid Niptah to forget
they ever existed. Niptah hated me. He’d go along with Nebit for the right
price. Nebit wouldn’t have worried about Khenut bearing witness to Kay’s
wishes; who’d pay attention to one woman advocating for another? So, no delta
estate for me. No estate at Nekhen for Ahmes. Ahmes wouldn’t take Kay’s place operating
the delivery network either. Kay’s dying wish wouldn’t be passed on to Vizier Hemiun.
Nebit would take over. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Ak was right. Ahmes was in
the Sinai, far away. Eventually he’d learn Kay had died, I supposed, but he’d
never know Nebit and Niptah had conspired to prevent Kay’s final wishes from
being carried out. He’d never know to come looking for me or his sister. He’d
never know I was free to marry him, that Kay had even given us his blessing. So
I was on my own now. It was up to me to protect Kemtet too. I took a deep
breath, tried to calm myself, to think. I needed my wits about me. I had an
immediate problem to deal with – Nebit had given me into Ak’s keeping. He’d put
me on a boat to take me far from Giza and anyone I knew or who might help me. I
couldn’t try to escape on the way there or after I arrived at Uncle’s farm;
Kemtet’s presence assured that. For all intents I was going to be a prisoner
for some period of time. A miserable prisoner – I wouldn’t be able to avoid Ak’s
attentions on the farm, or Userbat’s. My life was no longer mine. I’d risen
from seamstress to courtier, to mistress of an estate, and now, just like that,
I was nothing. I doubted I’d ever see Khenut again, or Senu, or Djedu. That
realization plunged me into despair.


We pushed off soon after sunup. Ak let Kemtet join me
in the bow then. I put my arms around her, drew her close. “I’m so sorry,” I
said. “This is all my fault. They’ve kidnapped you to keep me under control.”


“I’m so scared,” Kemtet said, her lower lip quivering.
Tears began to flow. “I want Mother.”


“I know.”


She buried her head against my shoulder. I sat with
her for hours. I was overwhelmed with grief and uncertainty, mourning Kay and
Papa, watching the section of the valley where I’d lived my whole life fade
into the distance, fearing what was going to happen to me next. I was no longer
a courtier or an operator of royal workshops. I was a captive, a slave. My life
would be completely different now than it had been, diminished. I’d never
return to Giza. I’d made all the dresses for royals I ever would. But why had
the falcon god sent my dream again in the pavilion last night, showing royal
women in my dresses? To taunt me? Was ending up in Ak’s bed or Userbat’s his punishment
for my doubting if he was real? Or was I simply the victim of a grasping greedy
man, dreaming of something I’d lost in a vain attempt to hold on to it,
attributing my dream to a god who’d never existed?


The river was crowded with boats of all sizes either
sailing or being rowed south or drifting north with the current, some large
cargo boats loaded with stone, some simple fishermen’s punts. Ducks rose from
marshes of sedge and papyrus as we passed. I saw crocodiles sunning themselves
on riverbanks that were emerging and drying as the inundation receded, though
the fields to their east and west were still mostly covered with water. I scanned
the deck of every boat we passed, hoping against hope I’d glimpse some captain I
knew, be able to signal him, that he’d come after my vessel and rescue Kemtet
and me, but I didn’t recognize anyone. Eventually I gave up and leaned dejectedly
against the side of the boat and cradled Kemtet as silent tears rolled down my
cheeks. I barely noticed the black holes of the limestone quarries at Ma’sarah
conspicuous against pale gold cliffs, or King Sneferu’s pyramids and valley
temples at Dahshur, once so familiar to me. I roused myself only when the
croaking of frogs in patches of reeds heralded nightfall. We landed and tied up
along the shore; no captain would risk traveling the river at night with its
wandering dead. Kemtet and I slept together in the pavilion, guarded by shifts
of oarsmen.


The next morning Userbat seated himself next to me in
the pavilion not long after the sailors rowed us into the channel and raised
the sail. Kemtet was on my opposite side.


“Won’t be long until we’re there,” he said. “Mid–afternoon.”
He laughed. “My, how you’ve fallen, Maetkra. You’re going to be a peasant
farmer from now on, not a high and mighty mistress of an estate. In the fields from
sunup to sundown during planting season, then hoeing weeds and guarding crops
from birds for months, then harvesting. Even during the inundation you’ll work.”
He pointed to shore and spat into the river. “All the fields along this stretch
– including ours – were set aside in life by King Sneferu to support his Meidum
pyramid and the priests of his mortuary cult. They live in a town called Djedsneferu.
They get two–thirds of what we produce on our farm. Our family works more land in
this region than anyone. That’s the reason we’re well off, compared to farmers
with small plots and many mouths to feed.”


“How did Uncle Pedubast get so much land?” As
distasteful as it was to talk to Userbat, I needed to find out everything I
could about the situation I was about to find myself in, so I could develop an
escape plan for Kemtet and me. I was determined we’d escape.


“Ak’s wife, Nefert, was the daughter of our neighbor.
He had no son. When he died the land was assigned to Ak – but it’s under Father’s
control.” Userbat lowered his voice. “Father got caught fooling around with a
woman a few farms over eight or nine years ago. He killed her husband. Then he
put the woman off the land and took it.”


“How did he get away with that?” I asked, skeptical.


“Father takes a regular turn as a hemu–netjer, or
servant of the god, a priest if you will, at Meidum during every inundation.
That’s why he’s never had to go to Giza to work on the pyramid. He’s been
blackmailing the high priest over something or other for years, so he gets away
with anything he wants. Plus, he shares some of our surplus with one of the
most important lector priests, Ankhwa. Father’s not going to be pleased to have
two more mouths to feed – he already supports Mother and me and Ak and my two
younger brothers and two younger sisters, as well as Ak’s wife and three
children, with another on the way.”


“That’s not my fault,” I snapped. “You and Ak are forcing
Kemtet and me to come with you.”


Userbat leaned close. “If you want, I can protect you.”
Boldly, he placed his hand on my thigh.


I slapped it away. “Protect me from what?”


“Not what. Who. Ak.”


“I’ve managed to keep him at arm’s length for years.”


Userbat snorted. “In the workers’ village, with Uncle
Pakhar around. It’ll be different on the farm. Ak’s a thug and a drunkard and a
womanizer. He once fought half a dozen men in one night, just for fun. Beat
them all too. He’s been carrying on for the past year with a married woman and
her daughter a few farms over, just like Father did. Hasn’t even tried to keep
it a secret. So, marry me, Maetkra. Then Ak will have to leave you alone.”


Userbat was delusional if he thought that I, Kay’s
wife, would ever stoop to be his. “Why would that matter, if Ak fools around with
married women, as you claim?” I asked. I stood. “I’ll take my chances.” I walked
to the stern to be rid of him. Kemtet trailed me.


“I don’t like him,” she said.


“His brother’s as bad,” I said. “We have to be careful
around them.”


At mid–afternoon the boat landed on the western riverbank
and my cousins and Kemtet and I disembarked. The inundation had receded enough in
this section of the valley that the riverbank was a long narrow island.


Ak led the way to a raised dike perpendicular to and
connected to the riverbank that separated several extensive basins filled with water.
“The farm’s a ten–minute walk from here,” he told me.


We proceeded west along a series of narrow muddy dikes
a couple of feet wide and a few feet higher than their surrounding basins. The
dikes divided the basins into rectangular strips, each as wide as a single farm.
Copses of date palms and tamarisks and acacia trees dotted the paths atop some
of the dikes, probably cultivated to provide firewood. The dikes were pierced
in places, so water could flow between basins. All of the openings were
currently blocked with gates. I noted more substantial dikes closer to the base
of the plateau, outlining vast basins, the water much deeper in them than on
the adjoining fields. The fields closest to the river were covered with rich
dark mud, for the water had completely drained from them. Land farther west was
dotted with small pools of standing water; the area closest to the base of the
plateau was still totally submerged. I noted a series of canals crossing
sections closest to the river.


“The valley’s tilted,” Userbat explained. “The land’s
lowest at the base of the western plateau and highest next to the river. So,
when the inundation comes, we open gaps in the riverbank. The water rushes through
them towards the plateau. It fills deep basins there where we store water for
the summer months. Once the river begins to recede we close the gaps in the
riverbank and dikes, trapping water in the basins closest to the river so the
mud can settle. Each of those basins becomes a farm once it dries out. Then we plant
the fields. During the growing season, we deliver water from the westernmost basins
to the fields through irrigation ditches, as needed. Sometimes we use the water
to grow a second crop.”


A mud–brick house with a flat roof of palm fronds came
into view, surrounded at a distance by a knee–high mud–brick dike. The house was
primitive, compared to Kay’s. A garden – currently covered with dried stalks
and withered plants – occupied considerable space on three sides of the house,
shaded by a few sycamore figs and date palms. Geese were penned on the fourth.
A vineyard, enclosed by its own wall, was nearby. Several oxen were nosing a
pile of fodder just outside the vineyard. The fields beyond were still wet in
many places.


“The garden belongs to Mother,” Userbat said. “She
grows onions, leeks, lettuce, cucumbers, lentils, beans, peas, pomegranates,
carob, jasmine and chick peas. She raises enough for us, with extra to trade at
a riverside market to crews of boats traveling the valley.”


“I used to trade garments I’d sewn at the market
beside the king’s harbor,” I told him.


“You’ll be plenty busy keeping this family clothed,” Ak
called to me over his shoulder.


I followed my cousins into the house. Kemtet tightly
grasped my hand. Its several rooms were all small and cramped and dirt–floored.
One was obviously used by cattle, littered with straw and droppings and buzzing
with flies. A few geese were penned in one corner. Such squalor! The walls were
undecorated. A cook fire burned in an unroofed corner I took to be the kitchen.
Sleeping pallets were spread in two rooms, covering almost all the available
space. In one corner of the main room a half–woven length of linen was being
worked on a loom by a woman who looked up at our entrance. It was of such poor
quality it wouldn’t have been suitable for the rough clothing of the pyramid
workers. A child – I guessed him to be about two years old – was at her breast,
held there by a shawl the woman had wrapped around him and knotted at her back.
She was already great with another child.


“That’s Nefert, my wife,” Ak said. He pointed to two
girls in one corner, both using spindles and turning flax into linen thread. “Those
are my daughters. The oldest is ten and the youngest eight. My son’s six; he’s likely
outside setting snares or fishing.”


A woman appeared from the room used for sleeping.


“Aunt Inhopy,” I said.


“Maetkra? What are you doing here?” she asked,
flustered.


“Papa was killed in an accident,” I replied. “Ak and
Userbat made Kemtet and me come.”


“Your father will have a fit!” Aunt Inhopy shouted at Ak.
She turned and disappeared into the sleeping room.


Amazing. No word of sympathy or regret over her only
brother’s passing. No curiosity about Kemtet. Unsure what to do, I followed
after her and moved to an unoccupied corner and sat with my back against the
wall. Kemtet burrowed against me. Aunt Inhopy ignored us. I drew my knees to my
chest and lay my head on my knees and did my best to fight back tears. Over and
over I asked the gods what I’d done that they’d done this to me. Just a few
days ago I’d had everything I’d ever wanted, even the possibility of Ahmes. Now
I had nothing except the skirt I was wearing and the talisman dangling around
my neck. My fingers rose to it unbidden. Wearily, I closed my eyes.


I awoke with a start. I didn’t know how long I’d
slept, but the room was darkening. Kemtet was still asleep beside me. I sighed.
I’d had the enhanced dream a second time. Again I’d seen the honey–haired woman
in the king’s per’aa, thanking me for making her Khufu’s wife. Was the god
mocking me, sending me the dream now when returning to the king’s per’aa was impossible?
Or had he sent it as a sign that helping the woman achieve her destiny was
still my fate? Or was the falcon god merely a figment of an ancestor’s
imagination passed down through my family for more than a hundred generations,
and my dream a figment of mine? I had no idea. But I did suspect how I chose to
interpret my dream would affect the future course of my life. I could give up
on the possibilities inherent in my dream and surrender to my current situation
and never leave this farm. If I did, I’d end up married to Ak or Userbat or
someone equally unfit and bear them child after child and toil in the fields
until I died either from exhaustion or childbirth. Or, I could embrace my
dream, fight for my freedom, wait for an opportunity and flee to Giza along
with Kemtet. And once there make Nebit pay for what he’d done to us. It wasn’t
a hard decision. Surrender was not in my nature.


Kemtet and I joined the others in the main room just
as Uncle Pedubast arrived home. He stormed through the doorway, hot and tired
and dirty and furious about something. He spotted Ak and Userbat. “I didn’t
expect you two for another week. Inundation’s not over yet.”


“Uncle Pakhar died. We were told to bring Cousin Maetkra
and her serving girl here.”


Uncle stared at the two of us. “Told by whom?”


“Nebit. Her dead husband’s son. He’s very influential
at Giza. Part of the king’s household.”


“Dead husband?”


“The same block of stone crushed him and Pakhar.”


“Hmph.”


“Nebit gave us the serving girl, Kemtet, to use as a
hostage, to keep Maetkra from running away,” Ak reported. “In return, Nebit
will give us a portion of the grain from one of his father’s funerary estates
not far from here.”


“It better be enough for your keep,” Uncle snapped at
me.


“But Nebit already paid,” I said innocently. “My girdle,
Ak?”


He’d intended to keep that a secret from his father
and use it for himself. Otherwise he would have told Uncle already.
Reluctantly, Ak handed it over.


Uncle turned it over and over in his hand, then smiled
hugely.


Ak glared at me.


I’d probably pay for costing him so much, but right
now taking from him what he’d taken from me was very much worth it.


“Why are you home, Father?” Userbat asked. “The next
set of priests normally doesn’t take over until the fields are totally dry.”


“Ankhwa, the temple’s chief lector priest, sent me to
personally get the irrigation dikes and ditches in order this year.”


Aunt Inhopy meekly brought Uncle water to wash with
and Nefert placed his plate and cup of beer on a small mat and he sat cross–legged
beside it without a word and dug in as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. Nefert
filled his cup three times as he wolfed down his meal. Everyone appeared cowed
by him and let him eat in peace.


I sat across the room on the floor and regarded Uncle nervously
and picked at the bread and onion and peas Nefert had put on my plate.
Occasionally I sipped from a cup of beer. I’d never met Uncle Pedubast before.
He was heavy, sun–browned, his body thick through the waist, arms and short
legs muscular, eyes sharp beneath thick brows perpetually tilted in anger, his
head shaved. Ak and Userbat were his mirror image. Not until he finished eating
did Aunt Inhopy call me over to Uncle and introduce us. I stood before him,
silent, uncertain.


“What were you thinking, bringing these women here
without my approval?” Uncle raged at Ak after looking me up and down. “This Nebit
holds no sway on my farm. How do I know he’s making watching over your cousin
worth my while?”


Uncle had already disregarded the necklace and promise
of extra grain. I thought he was going to strike Ak. I wished he would.


“Make Maetkra my wife, Father,” Userbat suggested. “Then
you won’t have to worry about her at all.”


My heart sank.


“You and Ita are promised to each other,” Uncle Pedubast
snapped. “You know that.”


Something Userbat had failed to mention in the years
he’d been pursuing me. He was exactly like Ak, chasing multiple women at once.


“She’s only ten years old!” Userbat protested.


“And her father has no sons, and in two years she’ll be
a woman and come to live here with you, and eventually you’ll inherit her father’s
farm. Which means more crops for me to trade for fine status objects.”


Userbat glared at me like I was to blame for his
future marriage, then dashed from the house, enraged.


I felt sorry for Ita.


Uncle Pedubast turned his attention to me and ran his
eyes over me from head to toe, taking his time, boldly and possessively
assessing me.


I took an immediate dislike to him, which I did my
best to hide. If Kemtet and I were to escape this farm I had to lull everyone
into a sense of complacency where we were concerned. Which meant I had to
pretend to be meek and subservient. That was going to be hard for me to do. “My
uncle and lord,” I said softly, dropping my eyes respectfully to the floor of
the hut. “I promise I won’t be a burden to you. Neither will Kemtet. We’ll work
hard for you. We’ll earn our keep.”


“Yes you will,” Uncle Pedubast said firmly and
threateningly. He reached for his cup of beer and drained it again and Nefert
rushed to fill it. “All of us along this stretch of the river reside on land
owned by the funerary cult of King Sneferu at Meidum. We owe the priests a
great portion of what we grow. When crops are poor there’s less for us to keep,
and we starve. You best remember that, if you ever disobey me or slack off in
your work, for you’re going to be the last to eat in this house.” He pointed
his finger at me and raised his voice. “You’re another mouth for me to feed,
and not one of my choosing. You and your girl.”


“Yes, My Lord,” I said meekly. Assuming Userbat’s
assertion that Uncle had gained control of far more land than anyone in the vicinity,
and that he had plenty of foodstuffs in his storage hut, and that he was going
to share in one of Kay’s estates, he was simply blustering, trying to intimidate
me. Well, better men than him had tried and failed to do that.


“And that goes for the rest of you too,” Uncle Pedubast
hectored, sweeping his eyes around the room. “This year’s inundation was poorer
than usual. Growing enough emmer and barley to feed you and the priests is
going to be a challenge. Every one of you is dependent on me. Slack off and I’ll
put you off my farm.”


I lay awake that entire night on a pallet I shared
with Kemtet. I was unable to sleep, afraid I’d never see Senu or Ahmes again,
or share a laugh with Khenut or Djedu or my other friends. My life had been so
safe and familiar and comfortable, had held out the promise of more. Various
plans for escape and return to Giza raced through my mind, all impractical, all
impossible. For the near term I was stuck on this farm. In line with my promise
to Uncle to make myself useful, I rose well before dawn and got busy and when
everyone awakened freshly baked bread awaited them. I’d thought Uncle Pedubast
would be pleased at my initiative. I was mistaken.


He glared at me. “You insult me and my wife by taking
over her duties – the ones I’ve assigned her. Did you think you’d spend your
days at ease in this house while the real work takes place in the fields?”


An hour later, suitably chastised, I trudged along
with Kemtet behind my cousins towards a nearby basin.


“We’re going to repair dikes today,” Uncle told me,
lagging to walk beside me. “They cross the plain both parallel and
perpendicular to the river. The dikes control water trapped in the valley’s
basins. There are close to two hundred of them between the cataract and the
delta, all natural, some covering dozens of square miles, some less than one.
Some are assigned to villages, some to estates, some to temples, some to the
king, most to farmers. Since the valley’s higher in the south, the waters of
the inundation pour into the basins nearest the cataract first, then the next
in sequence to their north. Large basins are divided into smaller basins by
dikes, each of which becomes a farm during the dry season, all connected to
each other by irrigation ditches. When the inundation reaches this area and
threatens to overflow the riverbank we open the floodgates. Water pours into our
basins. Once they’re full we close the floodgates. For the next six to eight
weeks the water stands five feet deep on our fields, depositing its silt. Once
the river begins to subside, we open the floodgates in the riverbank and the
excess water flows either back into the river or into a basin downstream. Once
the bottoms of the basins dry we plant them.”


Dozens of men and women were already gathered at the
basin closest to Uncle’s farm when we arrived. A man I recognized as a priest
was giving directions. Uncle Pedubast joined him.


“Ankhwa serves King Sneferu’s funerary cult,” Userbat
told me. “He oversees the maintenance of ditches and dikes in this district. Every
farm and estate is required to supply laborers for him to use. Irrigation
benefits us all and is controlled cooperatively. We plant and care for our own fields,
but this work is done in common.”


I spent that day walking the crests of dikes along
with Ak and Userbat and Kemtet, making repairs. I was of course familiar with
such work from my years on Kay’s estate, though in the delta we hadn’t had need
of extensive irrigation. At times I labored in knee–high water, my feet sinking
deep into mud, wielding a wooden hoe to open or close sluices. Other times I
waded waist–deep into ditches, clearing them of obstructions left by raging
floodwaters. Kemtet labored beside me, uncomplaining. Before she’d come to
serve me in the house she’d worked in Kay’s fields.


At sunset, as we were preparing to return to Uncle’s
house, Uncle and Ankhwa approached Kemtet and me.


“Kemtet, go with Ankhwa. You’re his wife now.”


The unexpectedness of Uncle’s pronouncement struck me
mute. We’d been on his farm for less than a day.


Ankhwa looked Kemtet up and down, possessively, as if
she was a cow or goat he’d just acquired.


She gasped, took hold of my arm.


“Uncle! You can’t!” I exclaimed.


“Of course I can,” Uncle snorted. “Your girl will live
in the priest’s village from now on along with her new husband. One less mouth
for me to feed. And if you try to run away from my farm Ankhwa will make her
pay for it.”


“Count on that,” Ankhwa chuckled.


Kemtet started to cry.


“Come! Now!” Ankhwa ordered her harshly.


Kemtet grabbed me more tightly.


Uncle forcibly restrained me and Ankhwa pried her
fingers from my arm and dragged her away, screaming, terrified, begging me to
do something. I watched, helpless, as Ankhwa lifted Kemtet bodily and carried
her into the darkness.


“Let that be a lesson to you,” Uncle said, letting go of
me with a little shove.


I sank to my knees, covered my face with my hands. My
heart went out to Kemtet. I knew what was in store for her tonight. It’d be far
worse than what I’d gone through with Kay. Guilt washed over me. This was
happening to Kemtet because of me. I was supposed to protect her. I’d failed
her. I called the curse of every god I knew down on Nebit and Uncle and Ankhwa.


“Get up!” Uncle fairly screamed at me.


I trailed him to his house, despondent, angry, soaked,
filthy, too tired and upset to even eat.


Ak and Userbat gloated when Uncle told them what he’d
done.


The seventh night after my arrival I stayed behind
when the others returned home. I walked to the river to bathe and wash my
skirt. I’d never gone so long without a bath in my life. I could barely stand
to smell myself, though I certainly didn’t smell any worse than Uncle’s house. Clean
at last, by the light of the full moon I trudged to Uncle’s through mostly–dry
fields. The breeze passed across them like a whisper. Long before I reached the
wall surrounding the house I heard Ak and Nefert arguing heatedly at the edge
of the garden. I crouched in the shadows, afraid to interrupt them.


“I’ve seen you staring at her!” Nefert screamed, her
arms flailing. “Your eyes have followed her since the moment she arrived! Here
in the house and out in the fields! I won’t have it!”


They were discussing me. Just like that night in Kay’s
garden. Everyone in the house could hear.


“You forget yourself!” Ak shouted angrily. “It’s my
right to take a second wife!”


My worst fears realized.


“Only if you erect a separate house for me! I’ve
earned the right to be called ‘lady of the house.’ I’ve borne you three
children and a fourth soon. Let Maetkra share this house with your parents and
brothers and sisters.”


“You think I’m a rich man, to maintain a separate
home?” Ak thundered.


“Then send her away!” Nefert hissed. “Or convince your
father to marry her to Userbat.”


“Maetkra stays,” Ak insisted. “My brother will never
have her. As I love life and hate death, I will. I don’t need to marry her,
either. You know it’s my right as head of our household to take any woman who’s
living under my roof.”


“Except you don’t have a roof of your own. It’s your
father’s, just like my family’s farm is. And if you ever join Maetkra on her
pallet you’ll no longer be welcome on mine,” Nefert retorted coolly.


“You couldn’t stay away from me for a week,” Ak
scoffed.


“Ha! You think I want to bear you more squalling
brats? You think I enjoy never–ending pregnancy? Let Maetkra deal with your
insatiable needs.”


Nefert went inside and Ak followed, still arguing. I
waited a little longer beside the wall. Now I knew for certain the state of
things and the peril I faced. Userbat had spoken the truth about his brother. I
vowed I’d never be caught alone with Ak.


We all rose at dawn the next day to begin planting Uncle
Pedubast’s fields. I’d watched such work on Kay’s estate but had never
participated. Ak drove two oxen pulling a wooden plow, making a shallow furrow
in the ankle–deep rich black mud. Uncle walked behind him with a basket slung
around his neck, grabbing handfuls of seed and dropping them in the furrow. The
women and I followed in Uncle’s wake, hoeing and breaking up clods with wooden
mallets, kicking dirt into the furrow to cover the seed, often chasing away birds
that descended in flocks to stab at the earth. So extensive were Uncle’s various
farms it took two full weeks to sow them all.


Thereafter, I became one with the rhythm of the land
as I settled into the life of a farmer. Once the green tips of plants began to
emerge from the earth I went to the fields each dawn with a handheld hoe, two
sticks hinged together with the longer doubled back towards me, scratching at
the ground to remove weeds so the emmer or barley or beans or peas or lentils
could grow without competition. If all went well the crops would be ready for
harvest on a staggered basis over the next three to six months, barley and peas
first, emmer last. We’d reap several crops of clover in that same time frame,
or so Uncle told me. I also looked after Uncle’s cows and geese, and opened and
closed irrigation ditches as needed to water the crops. In the house I prepared
meals, watched the young children, fetched water daily from the river, spun
flax into linen thread, worked the loom, sewed clothes for the entire family,
and made fuel for the hearth by kneading straw into ox dung. My body grew hard
and strong and sun–dark from constant work in the fields, and lean from lack of
food; I existed on bread and beer and a few vegetables, except for the rare
occasion when Aunt Inhopy traded some of her excess crop at a riverside market for
dried fish or salted meat or figs or honey. Occasionally I caught a fish in the
river or snared a bird or other small game, but somehow there never seemed to
be enough left by the others for me to fill my belly. I was always the last to eat
after serving the others, whatever they’d left in the various bowls and
platters.


I’d never been so lonely and frightened in my life. Aunt
Inhopy and the young girls ignored me; Nefert was openly jealous and hateful. I
thought about Kemtet constantly, guilty for having failed to protect her,
wondering how she was faring. I prayed constantly to the falcon god to watch
over her. In the fields I fended off constant advances from men, and in the
house from Ak and Userbat. They were barely civil to each other; almost from
the moment of my arrival both were fixated on me. Hardly a day went by when I
didn’t feel like an animal being stalked. Wherever I went I felt eyes upon me.
Userbat was just as loutish though a bit less brutish than his older brother.
He kissed or groped me whenever he had the chance.


Despite the lower than usual inundation, the year’s
grain crop was extensive. After it ripened I went to one of Uncle’s fields at
dawn to participate in a harvest for the first time. Dozens of men and women
were already busy, dressed in loincloths or short skirts. The whole community
shared in the labor this time of year, moving as a group from field to field,
overseen by temple priests. Due to my inexperience, Uncle ordered me to fill
waterskins in the river and carry them to the workers. So began for me an
endless cycle of trudging back and forth from river to field to river on a
narrow hard–packed dirt path. Within an hour my shoulders and legs were aching
and sweat was pouring into my eyes and down my back and my skirt was soaked and
clung to my legs, but that entire day I did my work without complaint. 


I brought water to men moving slowly through the field
in a long line, pulling up by the roots both grain and weeds. Women came behind
them, bent over, tying the stalks into bundles. Girls followed them, gleaning,
picking up ears of emmer fallen from stalks to the ground and placing the grains
in baskets strapped to their backs.


“They use flint sickles to cut the heads of grain from
the stalks on some farms,” Userbat told me as I offered him a drink. He wiped
sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “But Father uses every bit of
his crop. That’s why we pull the plants up instead of cutting them. After we
gather the stalks we remove the weeds, then winnow and sieve and pound the
grain. What’s left – the chaff and weeds – we burn for fuel.”


I avoided two girls who were wrestling each other over
gleaning rights. I brought a drink to a woman who’d paused while bundling grain
to nurse a swaddled infant who was tugging at her long hair. I took note of
well–dressed scribes, probably attached to King Sneferu’s mortuary cult,
wandering through the field, tabulating the yield. I avoided a priest leaning
on a staff while lecturing two workers. One of them was looking at him very
stupidly. I ate a quick mid–day meal near a field hand who was napping in the
shade of an acacia tree. A young man was playing a flute nearby and several
girls were singing along. I didn’t dare lay down to rest as many others were,
afraid I’d fall asleep and have to face Uncle’s wrath. I carried water all day.
At sunset I wearily followed my relatives home.


And so it went, day after day, for a month. I learned
the songs the field workers sang to pass the time, accompanied by musicians
playing flutes and tambourines. The second morning a girl gave me a wooden
shoulder yoke so I could carry two full waterskins at once more easily, and so
gradually the pain in my arms began to diminish. But my legs felt heavy all the
time. I finally appreciated what Papa had gone through as a young man, dragging
sledges loaded with stone up pyramid ramps. I wondered if I’d end up like him,
back and knees stiff, barely able to move. For the rest of Shemu I carried
water back and forth all day every day, always aware of Uncle Pedubast,
bringing him water before he called for it, doing all I could to keep in his
good graces.


Once the fields had been stripped bare, I brought
water to men transporting grain to the communal threshing floor outside the
nearest village in baskets slung between them on a pole. I watched with
interest as they tossed grain onto the ground with wooden forks, and others
drove oxen over the spikes to separate the kernels from the husks. I watched
winnowers toss the grain into the air to separate the emmer from the chaff. I
saw a man sweep around the edge of the pile so no grain would be lost. I
watched scribes use measuring containers to determine the official yield, then
record it on sheets of papyrus. Finally, I watched as farmers transported the
priests’ share of their grain to the temple granaries and Uncle’s to his, and
harvest season came to an end.


About a week later a boat arrived with Uncle’s share
of crops from one of Kay’s estates. He greeted it with delight.


And I was no closer to returning to Giza than I’d been
the day I’d been kidnapped by my cousins.
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My first inundation on the farm was a revelation. One
morning the river suddenly began to rise – though I’d already calculated its
pending arrival from the position of the stars – and flow at twice its usual
speed, pouring a few hours later through openings I’d helped cut in the
riverbank to deposit its life–giving rich dark silt on Uncle Pedubast’s fields.
I was used to seeing the river at Giza rise high enough to fill the harbor and
lap against the base of the plateau, and turn the delta around Kay’s estate into
a lake as far as the eye could see; here water covered the entire valley
between the desert cliffs both east and west, colored blood–red by silt.


The inundation was particularly high this year,
creeping closer daily to Uncle’s house atop a slight rise and eventually
surrounding it. One morning water spilled over the mud–brick wall that was
supposed to protect the house from the flood and began lapping at the structure,
which immediately started to disintegrate. I joined Aunt Inhopy and Nefert and
the girls – Uncle Pedubast had left a week earlier to serve as priest at
Meidum, and Ak and Userbat were both at Giza – in rescuing the family’s cows,
tying my skirt around my neck and wading chest deep through water and mud,
leading them to higher ground on the slope of the desert plateau. From that
vantage point I saw the house collapse as the water–weakened foundation melted
and the walls fell in on themselves. Aunt Inhopy, along with the rest of her
neighbors, set up a rude camp of palm frond–roofed lean–tos atop the plateau at
the fringe of the desert. There we females lived for the next three months,
waiting for the flood to recede.


While the land was submerged I sewed in camp from dawn
until dusk, making garments for the family and more to barter. When I wasn’t
sewing I hunted, capturing quail and grouse and plover and pigeons by
scattering bread crumbs under nets pegged a foot off the ground and secreting myself
nearby. When a bird passed under a net I pulled a rope to make it fall and trap
the creature. I learned to pluck birds, cut them open, clean them, pack them
with salt, and hang them from a rack to dry. The best part of inundation, as
far as I was concerned, was that no men were around. For several months I didn’t
have to constantly look over my shoulder whenever I was alone or fend off Ak’s
or Userbat’s advances.


Aunt Inhopy and Nefret and the girls and I walked
early one morning from our desert camp to the riverside market that served our basin,
trodding the network of dikes, their tops barely above water. I carried the extra
clothing I’d made the past months to barter; the others lugged various types of
fruit and other foodstuffs we’d gathered atop the plateau or dried on the farm
before the inundation started, all of which we’d rescued from the house before it
collapsed. Our destination was a stretch of riverbank near King Sneferu’s
pyramid temple. Part of that riverbank was three feet clear of the water and
fairly wide. I heard the buzz of activity from the market long before we
reached it. Several large cargo boats were tied up beside it, transporting loads
of red granite quarried at Abu. Boats I’d once helped schedule. The sailors
were replenishing their supplies of food and other materials before they rode
the swift current farther north. Young children were playing in the water,
splashing and shouting. I noted temple priests and craftsmen and scribes from
King Sneferu’s temple wandering along the riverbank too, burdened with
quantities of bread in baskets and leather pouches, and beer in jars. That’s
what they received in return for their labor; the market was the one place they
could barter their excess to supplement their diet with fruits and vegetables
and fish and small game. I wondered if Uncle Pedubast would appear, or if he
was tied up today at the temple performing some ritual. Temple craftsmen had
taken spots in the market, the objects they’d made arrayed on the ground atop
wide strips of leather. So, too, had fishermen and hunters, for they needed grain
and beer to add to their diet of fish. I had no idea what I’d return to camp
with in exchange for my clothing, just that I’d be carrying back a mixed
basketful of foodstuffs and objects. 


“I suppose the king provided everything you needed at Giza,”
Aunt Inhopy said as we laid out our wares.


“Mostly bread and beer,” I replied. “Fuel and water,
of course, and linen. Beef and delta wine for festivals. But I traded at the harbor’s
marketplace for fish and vegetables and exotic goods carried on boats from
Retenu and the delta and the length of the valley.”


“What kind of exotic goods?”


“Oil, Retunian wine, olives, cucumbers, salt. Some of
my neighbors grew various types of fruit on their roofs, as I did, and some
raised goats, so I bartered with them for milk. Some raised pigs, too, that
they slaughtered.”


“Go see what’s available,” Aunt Inhopy told me. “Nefret
and I will barter what we’ve brought.”


I slowly made my way down the riverbank, carrying my pouch
of clothing, inspecting goods. Along with emmer and barley and various fruits
and vegetables and fish and small game there were reed baskets and oil and
sandals and amulets carved from stone and hippo ivory. A handful of geese
squawked in an improvised pen.


A boy passed me, walking fast. Suddenly he bent and snatched
a handful of dates from a woman’s basket and began running, weaving in and out
between those bartering atop the riverbank.


“I’ll tell your master what you’ve done!” the victim
screamed after the thief, rising from her knees.


Everyone in the vicinity paused, drawn by the
commotion.


“Someone send the market inspector to me!” she cried
frantically.


It wouldn’t matter. The boy was long gone.


I moved up the riverbank. A kneeling fisherman with a
strip of fabric over his left shoulder gesticulated wildly, offering his catch.
He was bargaining with a priest holding a sealed beer jar in one hand and a fan
in the other. The girl next to the fisherman was kneeling behind a basket
filled to the brim with sycamore figs. A woman approached her with a small
child in tow, holding a bowl of onions in her free hand.


“I’ll take your onions for these very sweet figs!” the
girl called.


“I want them, Mother,” the child whined.


“Shush.”


A woman handed a sailor half a dozen cucumbers. He
poured some of his grain into her basket.


A man with a baboon on a lead was blocking the path
ahead of me. The market inspector, his job to keep order and make sure no one
was cheated. His baboon had hold of a boy standing next to four sealed beer
jars. The same boy who’d stolen the dates. He’d apparently been trying to steal
beer too.


“Hold him!” the inspector ordered his baboon.


The boy was terrified, trying desperately to squirm
free. “Don’t set it on me! Keep it away!”


“You should have thought of that before you stole.”
The inspector brought his rod down sharply across the boy’s bare shoulders
twice, leaving two bright red welts. “Now, get out of here!”


The baboon let go and the boy dashed away.


I continued on. A man held in his outstretched hand a
round loaf of bread he’d just pulled out of a basket. Other loaves were intermixed
there with spring onions. A sailor was munching on an onion given to him by the
man.


“Six of these loaves are equal to two measures of your
grain!” he told the sailor.


“I want something to drink,” the sailor said, glancing
at a woman standing nearby.


A vessel full of beer rested at her feet, propped
between two stones. She held a small bowl in one hand and a cup in the other.
She dipped beer from the vessel into the bowl and gave it to the sailor.


He sipped it. “Excellent! I’ll give you my grain in
exchange.”


The next woman was offering cheese. Close by, on a
mat, was the meat of an ox, freshly butchered. I assumed it had come from the
temple. No farmer would willing slay an ox. The priest offering the meat was
demanding much in exchange. Practically everyone was passing him by, shaking
their heads.


I removed a kilt from my pouch, handed it to him. He
inspected it.


“You’ve never seen such fabric, made into such a fine
garment,” I said, indicating his shabby clothing.


“So you say.”


“I used to oversee a workshop that made linen for King
Khufu’s household. I do say. And you know it.”


“Likely story. What do you want?” he asked, squinting.


“That cut of meat, in return for a dozen kilts.”


“Fifteen.”


“I’ll take the larger cut, then.”


I was heading back to Aunt Inhopy when I unexpectedly
caught sight of Kemtet. She was bartering with a fisherman. She looked up at my
cry, recognized me. She was carrying an infant in a sling across her chest. I
was taken aback by her appearance. Though well–dressed, she looked diminished
somehow, no longer the bright eager girl I’d come to love, but a woman worn
down by life. We rushed towards each other.


I hugged her carefully so I wouldn’t squeeze the baby.
“I’m so glad to see you, Kemtet!” I exclaimed. “I’ve been so worried about you.
I’ve prayed to the falcon god and all the rest every day to keep you safe. I’m
so sorry. I’m responsible for everything that’s happened to you.”


“Nebit did this to us, not you,” Kemtet said harshly. “I
don’t blame you, Maetkra.”


I peeked inside the sling. “He’s beautiful.”


“His name is Ahmes,” Kemtet said proudly. “He’s two
months old.”


A sudden pang at the mention of the name of the man I
loved. “Ahmes will be thrilled when he learns he has a nephew,” I said.


Kemtet smiled sadly. “He never will, Maetkra. He’s lost
to us forever.”


“I haven’t given up finding a way for us to return to Giza,”
I said firmly. “You can’t either. I won’t rest until we’re both free.”


“I wish we were,” Kemtet said softly. She threw her
shoulders back. “We should run away together right now.”


“How?” I asked gently. “The valley’s flooded. We can’t
walk across the fields. We can’t live off the land. We’d have to swim wherever
the riverbank is underwater. We can’t risk getting on one of these boats – you
can guess what crewmen would do to two unprotected women. And there’s Little
Ahmes to think of.”


“You’re right. I’m just so desperate to be free of
Ankhwa.” A tear trickled down Kemtet’s careworn cheek.


I took hold of the talisman around my neck. “By the
falcon god, I swear I’ll save you, Kemtet. And Little Ahmes too.”


“I’m afraid the gods have forgotten us,” Kemtet said
sadly.


Something I feared far too often myself. “Ankhwa treats
you badly?”


“At least I have Ahmes to love.” She bent, kissed his
forehead. “We live in the same compound as the other priests. My house is far better
than Mama’s on Kay’s estate, crammed with furniture and fine platters and cups
and the like. I eat and dress very well. I don’t lack any creature comforts. But
Ankhwa’s an absolute brute. I hate him.” She lowered her voice. “Your uncle
calls on Ankhwa almost every night the months he takes his turn as priest. They’re
great friends. And equally despicable. Ankhwa siphons off goods sent here to
offer to King Sneferu and Pedubast barters them somewhere in this region and they
split the proceeds. Thus, my fine lifestyle.”


“We’ll make them both pay for that some day,” I vowed.
“Stealing from the god!”


“I have to get back so Ankhwa won’t get suspicious,”
Kemtet said. “He keeps me on a tight leash. He takes Pedubast’s order to keep
an eye on me seriously.”


“I’m so glad I stumbled on you and Little Ahmes,” I
said, stroking his arm tenderly, then kissing Kemtet on the cheek. “I’ll get us
out of this some day. I promise. I don’t know how, but I will.”


Aunt Inhopy was quite pleased with the beef I’d
obtained when I returned to where her goods were spread out. We ate well that
night. And I lay awake for hours, mulling over what I’d learned from Kemtet,
trying to figure out how I might use the information to free her and me both.


 


 


***


 


 


Uncle Pedubast returned from Meidum to the temporary
camp a day before Ak and Userbat rejoined us from Giza. Uncle addressed our
reunited family as we sat in a ragged circle around the campfire that night. “Tomorrow
we’ll begin building a new house.”


After breakfast we trudged from the edge of the desert
on a narrow path through fields still ankle deep with water to the slightly–elevated
completely dry site of our former home. There was nothing left to suggest it
had ever existed. The mud bricks had simply vanished during the inundation. Uncle
Pedubast began marking the outline of a new house and its rooms and a
surrounding dike on the ground with a sharp stick. Everyone but me immediately set
to work. Reconstruction was a fairly regular event and everyone else knew their
role.


Ak and Userbat began layering the bottom of a
depression with wheat chaff from a large pile. Ak’s son stood at its edge and
tossed handfuls into the hole. Nearby, Aunt Inhopy and her daughters and Ak’s began
arranging rectangular wooden molds in long rows.


“Don’t just stand there,” Uncle barked at me. He
tossed me several leather waterskins. “Get busy.”


I took the narrow path to the nearest irrigation ditch
and filled the skins. When I returned my cousins were adding dirt to the wheat
chaff in the depression. At Userbat’s direction I emptied my water into it.
Then I headed back to the ditch for more. When I returned a second time he and
Ak were knee–deep in the pit, using adzes and their feet to mix the muddy
concoction to the proper consistency. When it was ready they began lugging
baskets of the wet mud to Aunt Inhopy and the girls, who filled the molds and
placed them in the sun to bake.


The entire time we were working Uncle Pedubast sat in
the shade, his back against a palm, supervising, while Nefert sat nearby
nursing her newest infant.


We labored all morning. I grew hot and sweaty and
filthy. When I thought no one was watching I took a brief rest. My legs and
arms and shoulders were aching and I was thirsty and so I knelt beside the
ditch and cupped water in my hands and took a drink. Suddenly I saw Ak’s
reflection in the water.


Before I could react he grabbed my left wrist and
twisted my arm behind me and raised me to my feet and dragged me into a clump
of palms a little back from the ditch.


“I’ve been waiting far too long to get you alone,” he
said, grabbing my hair with his right hand and pulling my face to his and
roughly kissing me.


I raked the fingernails of my free hand across his
back, drawing blood.


He let go of my hair and slapped me and I staggered
and he caught hold of my right arm.


“What’s going on here?” Userbat was a few paces away,
holding an adz menacingly in his hand, his fingers opening and closing on the
handle as if he couldn’t wait to use it. Hatred for his brother and jealousy
blazed in his eyes.


Ak half turned and looked at Userbat over his shoulder
for a moment, then laughed uproariously and shoved me away. I fell to the
ground. Ak stood over me, pointed his finger. “I’ll catch you alone someday, Cousin,
when there’s no one to help you.” He spat at his brother’s feet. “No need for
me to hurry. It’s only a matter of time. And I’ve got plenty.” He took a few
steps, then turned and pointed at Userbat. “You’ll pay too, for interfering.”


Once he was gone Userbat raised me to my feet and took
me in his arms. For a moment I lay against him, trembling, thankful for being
saved. Userbat took the opportunity to kiss me and I shoved him away.


“You’re no better than Ak!” I cried.


“Of course I am,” he replied. “You know how I feel
about you, Maetkra. I love you. Say the word and we’ll go away together as
husband and wife.”


Never! I wanted to cry. But Userbat was the
only person on the farm who could keep Ak at bay. I couldn’t run away. I owned
nothing but the clothes on my back and had nowhere to go and no way to get
anywhere else. The only other place in the valley I knew was Giza, but how
could I flee to such an obvious place? The moment Nebit learned I’d returned he’d
send me back to Uncle. And even if he didn’t, Uncle would surely come there looking
for me. I produced far more for him than I consumed. I suspected he was waiting
for an opportunity to marry me to a suitable local farmer so he could gain
control of another farm. I was an object of value to him, just like I’d been to
both Papa and Kay. So, for the foreseeable future, I was stuck under the same
roof as Ak and at his mercy. I knew he’d keep his promise and come after me
again. I’d heard him tell Nefret as much. Userbat was little better than his
brother, but my best chance of survival and eventual escape was to pit the two
of them against each other. If I had to lead Userbat on to ensure my safety, so
be it. I’d lied to Kay for years trying to regain for Ahmes what was rightfully
his; I felt no compunction about lying to Userbat to save myself.


“Yes,” I told Userbat. “That’s what we’ll do – marry
and go away. But not until we can get away for sure without being followed. Kemtet
too. When Uncle Pedubast goes to Meidum to serve as priest during the next
inundation and you and Ak head for Giza, you slip away from the boat and I’ll
slip away from the farm and we’ll rescue Kemtet together and disappear.”


“I don’t care about her. She complicates things.”


“I won’t go without her.”


“That’s ridiculous and foolish.”


“Nevertheless…”


He stared at me for a moment. “Have it your way. But a
year from now, Maetkra? That’s too long to wait,” Userbat protested. “We should
go today.”


“We need a plan. Ak will come after us. If he catches
us he’ll kill us. You told me about the men he’s beaten. Uncle will chase us
down too. He’s promised you to Ita, remember? He won’t willingly lose her farm
because you want to marry me instead. And we have to figure out how to rescue
Kemtet and her son.”


“Son?”


“You thought she’d be married this long and be
childless?”


“I don’t think about her at all.”


I moved close, put my hand on Userbat’s chest. “I
couldn’t stand it if Ak killed you, or if you had to marry Ita.”


Userbat smiled hugely and took hold of my shoulders
and drew me close and kissed me for a long time. It was disgusting. I didn’t
resist. I had to play a part in order to survive.


After he released me I knelt by the ditch and filled my
waterskins. We returned to the building site together and I emptied the water
into the depression. Userbat threw the empty waterskins to his sister and
ordered her to take over from me. He wasn’t about to let me out of his sight.


Ak watched me sullenly.


I spent the afternoon helping Userbat carry baskets of
mud to Aunt Inhopy to fill the molds. Ak watched me possessively the whole time.


At the end of that long day everyone wearily trudged
back to the camp at the edge of the desert. We rose the next morning and began
the cycle all over again. After the midday meal, I helped empty the sun–baked bricks
from the molds and carried them two at a time to where Ak and Userbat were
constructing the walls of a house larger than the previous version.


After a week it was complete and we moved our
possessions from our camp to our new home, just in time to begin the planting.


Every minute of every day I was aware of Ak’s eyes
following me. I couldn’t wait for the opportunity to flee Uncle Pedubast’s
farm, and Ak and Userbat. I was more determined than ever to return to Giza and
take revenge on Nebit and regain the estate Kay had promised me. I’d be safe
from Ak and Userbat and Uncle there. I’d supply linen to the royal household
again. I’d make fine dresses to clothe the women of the court. With Kemtet at
my side. For any other life would be intolerable.
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I stood in the bow of my small boat as it slipped from
the river into Giza’s canal, staring at the massive pyramid that dominated the
plateau. The Horizon of Khufu always filled me with awe. It was at least thirty
courses of stone higher than on my last visit more than four years ago; in
fact, it appeared a little under ninety percent complete, approaching four hundred
feet in height. Hundreds of men were currently inching heavy rectangular blocks
up the long winding ramp towards the still–flat upper section. The portion of
the pyramid cased with Tura limestone was much brighter than the darker locally–quarried
stone making up the structure’s core. Once the cladding was complete and smoothed
by the masons it would truly shine, reflecting the sun. I gazed at the pyramid
with a sense of pride – even though I spent all year far to the south, the
copper I transported from the Sinai to the river, subsequently turned into
tools, enabled Giza’s stoneworkers to quarry the massive blocks and shape them
as they set them in place. I took a deep breath; instead of a boatload of copper
ingots, today I was bringing extremely bad news to the vizier in charge of
construction on the plateau.


My boat entered the harbor. The riverside market at
its northeast corner was bustling. Dozens of women and girls from the workers’
village were bartering foodstuffs and clothing and animals and other essentials
with the crews of boats tied up alongside. I turned away. The spot brought back
too many memories, all of them painful. It’s where Maetkra and I used to sit
late at night after we’d finished comparing the papyri from Tura and Giza. I
still remembered the first evening I’d encountered her in Akhet Khufu’s Administrative
 Building. She’d been doing a scribe’s work; I’d fortunately had sense enough
not to object. Why would I? I was instantly attracted to her and hopelessly
smitten within an hour. Intelligent. Warm. An unmatched smile. Bright shining
eyes. Every time she strolled along the harbor heads turned, for she was
beautiful. She’d taken a while to warm up to me, and why not? What did I have
to offer her? There wasn’t an official or courtier who wouldn’t have married
her in an instant, transformed her overnight into a fine lady, a member of the
king’s household. But she’d chosen me, for reasons I still couldn’t fathom. For
two years we’d been inseparable the months I’d worked at Tura. Then the fateful
trip to Kay’s estate, the garden auction between Iufaa and Nebit, Maetkra’s
surprise appearance the next morning as Kay’s wife. I’d never expected to marry
her. I was too low ranking to suit her father’s ambitions. I’d always
understood she’d have no say in the matter. Yet on Kay’s estate we’d allowed
ourselves to dream for a moment, to make plans. Dreams crushed in an instant.
Dreams that haunted me to this day. My last sight of Maetkra had been of her
standing on the quay at Kay’s estate, watching her new husband and me sail
towards Giza. The next day Kay had inexplicably sent me permanently to the South.
Today was my first visit to Giza since.


Maetkra had been a widow for years. I’d heard rumors she’d
taken up residence on one of Kay’s numerous estates somewhere in the upper
valley. Her feelings for me had obviously changed since her marriage. She didn’t
love me anymore. Otherwise, being free, she could have sent for me to join her
at any time. We could have been married. But perhaps, having risen high
herself, I was beneath her now, someone who’d diminish her status. That wasn’t
something she’d particularly cared about before her marriage; perhaps Kay had
changed her. For all I knew she’d remarried. That was likely. Who wouldn’t want
to be with her? All I could say with certainty was that she’d never be mine. I’d
probably never see her again. Even so, a flame still burned for her, deep in my
heart. Maetkra was a hard woman to let go of, impossible to forget.


The harbor was crowded with small wooden boats
delivering foodstuffs and other supplies needed to feed and clothe and care for
the thousands of workers laboring on the great enterprise. As far as I was
concerned, the canal between the river and harbor, and the harbor itself, were
just as impressive an engineering feat as the pyramid. Engineers had literally
brought the mighty river all the way to the foot of the Giza plateau to enable the
delivery of heavy stone and timber as close as possible to the building site. Two
massive formations of stone met on the Giza plateau, separated by a central
wadi which had, to date, been quarried in one section nearly one hundred feet
deep to obtain stone blocks for the pyramid’s core. The easternmost end of the central
wadi was the lowest point in the entire area; thus, the harbor at that very
spot offered the most practical track for moving objects from cargo boats to
the base of the pyramid. I marveled at the ingenuity of the engineer who’d
taken advantage of this natural feature.


The steersman nudged my vessel towards a small wooden quay.
To its left and right other vessels were being offloaded, their grain and wine
and fruits and vegetables and fuel and other supplies carried up ramps by a
legion of sweating porters towards warehouses lining the shore south of King Khufu’s
partly–constructed valley temple. Its walls were higher than my head now. I
knew the olive oil and wine and resin and cedar being unloaded had been
collected in the land called Retenu, the region east of the delta along the
coast of the Wadjet Wer, transported here from the port of Kepen, a place I’d
visited more than a decade ago to obtain cedar for the king. Fruits and
vegetables and grain and livestock, on the other hand, had come from the
estates of the king and his courtiers in the delta, and farms throughout the
valley. Everyone in the entire land was required to contribute their fair share
to this project, and an extensive bureaucracy made sure they did.


The banks of the harbor were terraced with limestone
debris from nearby quarries. The warehouses lining them were elevated enough to
be safe from the inundation, when the water level would rise from its normal six
feet to nearly twenty–three. A virtual army of scribes was stationed on the
shore, accounting for the goods being unloaded. I assumed Vizier Hemiun, in
charge of construction on the plateau, would be in the Administrative Building going
over the reports of various overseers. I jumped from my vessel the instant it bumped
the quay, even before it was tied to the mooring posts, and hurried towards that
building.


It was next to the king’s per’aa along the southern
edge of the harbor in Akhet Khufu, the sprawling administrative village full of
facilities to support the king’s workers – craft workshops, grain silos,
officials’ residences, stockyards, slaughterhouses, storehouses, food
preparation areas. I was familiar with the village; before Kay married Maetkra
and sent me to the South permanently I’d traveled between Tura and Giza daily
to account for the blocks of cladding stone I was responsible for delivering. To
this day I had no idea why Kay had demoted me; if he’d been unhappy with my
performance at Tura or overseeing the entirety of the copper enterprise he’d
never said so. Two years ago I’d learned from a boat captain delivering
supplies for me to caravan across the Eastern Desert to the Sinai that Kay had
been crushed to death by a block of granite at this harbor, and that Nebit had
taken over the delivery network in his place. Almost immediately thereafter
occurred regular shortfalls in the amount and delays in the delivery of food
and supplies and materials and fuel sent to Hardai for me to convey to the
miners, thanks to Nebit’s incompetence. So I’d seized responsibility for copper
on my own initiative and kept ingots flowing to Giza as they should. Despite
being in virtual exile, I had many friends on Nebit’s estates throughout the
valley to call on for support. All of them had been happy to ignore Nebit’s
bidding and do mine instead. Since he never stirred from Giza or the delta
estate he’d never found out.


A few minutes walk along the crowded shoreline brought
me to the Administrative Building. I entered. All records created by the king’s
workforce were funneled through the mud–brick structure. Vizier Hemiun, nephew of
our previous king, Sneferu, came here daily to dictate orders to a host of
senior scribes. They turned them into proper documents for dissemination to
overseers across the plateau and throughout the valley. The room where the
scribes labored was more a pavilion than a room, open on three sides, shaded by
palm fronds laid across a wooden lattice supported by wooden columns. The room
was crowded with experienced scribes and apprentices both, all seated cross–legged
on the floor on reed mats, laboring over sheets of papyrus, dipping sharpened reeds
into red and black inkpots, carefully or quickly making their marks depending
on their level of experience. The single mud–brick wall at the back of the
pavilion was decorated with multi–colored mats; its base was lined with a few wooden
boxes where scribes stored their kits at night, and dozens more crammed with
papyrus scrolls. Hemiun’s archives. A slight breeze was swirling through the
room’s open sides. A young boy was sweeping up bits of mud seals on the floor
in front of the boxes, broken when scribes opened their kits upon arriving for
work this morning.


It was time for the mid–day meal. A few boys were
carrying red serving bowls filled with veal stew into the room, others bearing
trays of bread, still more lugging jars of beer.


“Ahmes?”


I turned. “Seshemnefer! Good to see you.”


Seshemnefer was Hemiun’s senior scribe, in charge of the
  Administrative Building and its staff. I used to work with him daily during
the months I was stationed at Tura.


“What brings you to Giza, Ahmes? I haven’t seen you in
years! You’re just in time to eat. Join me.”


“I have urgent business. Is Vizier Hemiun here?”


“He’s up on the Southern Mount. He can see the entire
plateau and the bottomlands and the harbor and river from there. Makes it easy for
him to track what’s going on. A bunch of overseers are with him, making
progress reports.”


“Who?”


“Khufukhaf.”


“He’s still responsible for moving stone on the
plateau?”


“He is. Iufaa’s there too. Lazy as ever,” Seshemnefer
said in an aside, shaking his head. “Can’t imagine what report he can possibly
make. And Kawab, the king’s eldest son of his body. And Khafre, the second
eldest. Ankhu, one of the younger. Sitba, the king’s daughter. Ankhaef,
overseer of Ro–She Khufu. Wepemnefert, Overseer of Scribes. Various other
bureaucrats. Oh… and King Khufu himself.”


I cringed. I couldn’t have picked a worse time to
appear with my news. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised the king would be with
Hemiun; Kay had told me the king met with his key courtiers daily. Khufu led a
face–to–face enterprise.


“Meryptah, the Greatest of Craftsman, and Iryiry, the
Greatest of Seers, are with them.”


“The high priests of Ptah and Re?” I asked. “Why?”


“They’re arguing over which priesthood will have
primacy in King Khufu’s funerary cult once the two temples on the plateau are
finished and he flies to the never–setting stars.”


“So Ineb–hedj and Iunu continue to fight,” I sighed. “Guess
things never change. Wish me luck, Seshemnefer.”


I exited the Administrative House, then followed the
clay track between the eastern edge of Akhet Khufu and the river south, dodging
the teams of men who were dragging wooden sledges loaded with blocks of stone
from the harbor. When that track abruptly turned west just beyond a high
rectangular rocky knoll to follow the central wadi a half mile to the pyramid I
continued straight. The Southern Mount was less than a quarter mile ahead, its
northern and eastern faces showing signs of being lightly quarried. Indistinct
figures and a linen–topped pavilion were atop the mount.


I scaled a narrow dusty path that gradually circled
the mount, gaining its crest on the southern side. I paused for a moment to
take in the view, for I’d never been here before. The river flowed several
hundred feet below me on the east, to my right, through the cultivated plain,
its banks lined with palm and acacia trees, its channel crowded with boats
traveling in both directions, some being rowed, some driven by the wind. The
groves of trees that had once grown close to Giza were now a dark smudge miles
to the north; the valley was being denuded of fuel to feed the pyramid’s fires.
I glimpsed lines of donkeys heading south from that smudge, no doubt loaded
with wood destined for the construction site. The harbor north of me was full
of vessels, arriving, docked, or leaving, and the canal between river and
harbor was equally busy. The shoreline was crawling with porters and scribes. I
noted that the plateau was tilted from its northwest corner to where I was
standing in the southeast, with the pyramid at its highest point. The limestone
  Ceremonial Way between the valley temple and the mortuary temple on the
eastern side of the pyramid appeared to be completely paved its nearly three
thousand–foot distance; the elevated foundation that raised it from river level
to the top of the escarpment was fully constructed. In the section of the Ceremonial
  Way just beyond the lip of the escarpment limestone walls were in place on
both sides, as were the stone beams that served as its roof, with a slit
between them to allow light into the tunnel. Some day, I knew, the entire
causeway would be similarly walled and roofed. People were moving in and out of
Akhet Khufu, and the pyramid workers’ village between its west side and the
escarpment, and the villages for temporary workers on both sides of the canal.
Teams of men at regular intervals were dragging wooden sledges up the central
wadi and the ramp that now circled the pyramid, first up its south side, then
west, then north, then east, then south again, each segment ever higher.
Strings of donkeys burdened with supplies were moving up the wadi parallel to
the clay track. Columns of smoke marked the section where gypsum was being
burned for mortar. The distant hammering of stones marked the quarry from which
the pyramid’s core blocks were being extracted.


I straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath and
headed across the mount towards the pavilion at its northwest corner, where a
group of men were gathered around a wooden table.


King Khufu was presiding from his throne on a two–step
dais overlooking that table, flail and scepter in his hands, a yellow and
blue–striped nemes on his head. A diagram of the entire Giza plateau drawn on a
large sheet of papyrus rested there, its corners held down by fist–sized stones
against the strong west wind. Three men were standing before the king; I
recognized two as high priests from their clothing and staffs. The rest of the
men – royals and bureaucrats, were next to the table. A woman was a little
behind the priests, in her early twenties, I guessed, her skirt and hair
swirling. I assumed she was the king’s daughter that Seshemnefer had mentioned.
Sitba. I’d never seen her before. She was absolutely breathtaking.


“I propose Sepi as inspector scribe to oversee the
temples, Majesty,” Iryiry said.


“I agree with the Greatest of Seers, Majesty,”
Wepemnefert interjected. “He’s among the best of my many scribes.”


“The Ptah priesthood is far more extensive than Re’s,”
Meryptah complained. “And Ineb–hedj is closer to the plateau than Iunu. The
inspector scribe should come from among my priests.”


“I agree with the Greatest of Craftsmen, Father,”
Kawab interjected.


No man at Giza was as corpulent. He was wearing a long
white kilt with a pointed tip. A glittering golden amulet was draped around his
neck. He held a long staff of office in his right hand. He pounded its tip on
the ground for emphasis.


“Hundreds of priests will be required for your cult,
Majesty,” Iryiry rejoined. “I do not argue that all should be from the Re
priesthood. Remember, you’ve already named Seneb one of your funerary priests.”


The dwarf standing to the woman’s right bowed
slightly. He was the first dwarf I’d ever seen.


“I believe your daughter Sitba is a priestess of Re,”
Meryptah interjected. “She’ll have a place of prominence. It should be matched
by an adherent of Ptah.”


King Khufu looked from one high priest to the other,
clearly irritated. He apparently had no interest in being drawn into a
religious quarrel. Then he spotted me. “Who are you?” he snapped.


Everyone turned to look. I immediately lowered my eyes
and bowed.


“One of my minor subordinates, Majesty,” Nebit replied,
waddling away from the group around the table. I’d never seen him dressed so
richly, with jewelry so ostentatious. He appeared to have sprouted another
chin; he was clearly living well now that he’d succeeded Kay. He carried a
staff of authority in his hand – apparently he’d taken Kay’s place as a
Greatest of Tens. Shocking. What advice a man like Nebit could offer King Khufu
I hadn’t the slightest idea. He scowled at me. “I apologize, Majesty. He knows
better than to burst into a meeting like this without an invitation. In fact,
he shouldn’t even be in this part of the valley. He’s abandoned his post.” He
stepped towards me. “I’ll deal with your insubordination later. Be gone!”


I ignored him. “I bring bad news that can’t wait, Majesty.”


Nebit’s face flamed red. “We’ll speak in private first!”
he insisted angrily, striding to me, looking up, shaking his staff in my face. “I’ll
decide if your news is important or not.”


“If Ahmes says his news can’t wait, it can’t, Majesty.”
Ankhaef, Ro–She Khufu’s overseer and the king’s half–brother, was interceding
on my behalf. “He used to be responsible for transporting copper between the
Sinai and Giza, and overseeing Tura during the inundation. Ahmes doesn’t
exaggerate.”


The king beckoned me forward with a tilt of his flail.


Nebit glared at me angrily as I brushed past him. I
moved to the foot of the dais, dropped to my knees in the dirt, bent and kissed
the ground.


“Rise,” King Khufu commanded. “Speak.”


“Majesty, two weeks ago, when I delivered foodstuffs
and supplies to your copper mines at the Terraces of Turquoise in the Sinai, I discovered
your miners had been massacred by a band of Shasu – desert nomads.”


“All of them?” Nebit asked at my elbow, where he’d
moved, suddenly pale. “A hundred men?” They worked for him. He was going to
have to replace them.


I’d stunned everyone else into silence. The only sound
atop the mount was the wind and the distant cries of overseers and workmen on
the plateau below.


“Shasu don’t take prisoners. I returned to Giza as
quickly as I could.”


“Two weeks? From the Sinai? No one’s ever covered that
distance so fast,” Khufukhaf said admiringly. He was one of the king’s younger
sons, but among the most competent, thus his position as overseer of stone on
the plateau.


“The copper?” Vizier Hemiun asked pointedly.


“Every ingot gone, My Lord,” I replied. “The Shasu
will trade them somewhere in Retenu. If they haven’t already.”


“We needed that copper to forge new tools for the
workers who’ll arrive with the next inundation, Majesty,” Vizier Hemiun told King
Khufu grimly. “This loss will set construction back by a year.”


“Unacceptable! Tell me exactly what happened, Ahmes.
Leave nothing out!” the king commanded.


“Majesty, I caravanned a load of supplies from the
river landing at Hardai across the Eastern Desert to your harbor at Wadi Jarf on
the Eastern Sea. I loaded them onto one of Nebit’s boats and sailed across to
Markha, the landing in the Sinai that services your copper mines. A dozen
terrified men spilled from the fortress. They were the only survivors of a
Shasu attack on Markha two days earlier. After the Shasu killed everyone who
wasn’t inside the fortress, they made off with the herd of donkeys that I use
to move supplies and copper ingots between Markha and the mines. They also
smashed all the huge earthenware water storage jars at Markha; we have to bring
water drawn from a well in Wadi Jarf to the Sinai because there’s no drinking water
near your mines. I ordered the survivors to bury their dead. While they did I
took a handful of men and traveled the dozen miles to the mines. Every miner was
dead, their bodies blackened and bloating in the sun. There were no dead Shasu;
if any died during the attack the barbarians had carried their bodies away. The
Shasu had emptied the entire storehouse of copper ingots and loaded them onto
the donkeys they’d stolen. While my men buried the dead I tracked the Shasu a day’s
journey into the desert. They hadn’t feared pursuit; their trail was obvious. I
returned to Markha, transported the survivors to Wadi Jarf, then took a small
boat north up the coast until I reached an overland trail across the desert to
the river. I crossed it on foot and commandeered a vessel and sailed here to
bring you the news.”


King Khufu straightened, his eyes flashing. “Barbarians
dared murder my men? They dared steal from me? The Terraces of Turquoise are
under my control! They’re part of my royal residence! They dared invade my
household?” He pounded the arm of his throne with his fist, so hard the wood
splintered. “The Shasu must be punished!” he thundered.


Everyone stood frozen in place.


“The Sinai is vast, Father,” Kawab finally noted,
hesitantly. “They could be anywhere.”


“Your son is correct, Majesty,” I interjected. “The
mines lie between the coastal plain at Markha and a high plateau in the central
Sinai that’s deeply cut by wadis. It’s an eroded landscape of faults and jagged
hills and low mountains, much like a hippo’s wrinkled hide, easy to get lost
in, mostly waterless, extremely hot this time of year.”


“You’re responsible for my mines, Nebit. Where would
the Shasu go after attacking my miners?” King Khufu snarled angrily.


Nebit shrugged. “As your eldest son said, the Sinai is
vast. I have absolutely no idea, Majesty.”


Of course he wouldn’t. He’d never set foot south of Giza,
much less crossed the Eastern Desert and Eastern Sea to the Sinai.


“We can’t punish what we can’t find, Father,” Kawab
warned.


“That’s it?” King Khufu snapped. He rose, stepped to
the edge of the dais, furious, his eyes taking in every man atop the mount. “You’d
not have me right this wrong – this affront to me and the gods and maat itself?”


A long silence followed. Nearly everyone stood with
eyes downcast, nervously shifting their weight from foot to foot.


Since my betters weren’t going to answer the king, I
did. “I can find the Shasu, Majesty,” I said confidently.


“A donkey herder?” Sitba asked skeptically.


She’d eyed me with utter disdain ever since my
arrival. And why not? I was covered with grime from my journey, no doubt
haggard from lack of sleep, ribs showing from too–little food, hair tangled, kilt
filthy and badly patched where it had ripped several times. I hadn’t bathed in
days. She, on the other hand, was dressed in a blindingly–white skirt made of
the finest opaque linen I’d ever seen, bedecked with jewels at throat and
wrists and waist, eyes outlined with kohl, long dark curly hair shining, a gold
diadem gleaming on her brow. In fact, I’d never seen a more gorgeous woman.
Only Maetkra had been close, and she’d been a flower newly opened, not one in
full bloom like Sitba. Funny I should think of Maetkra at a time like this. Kay’s
widow, living now on one of his estates somewhere in the South along with one
of my younger sisters. She’d loved me once. She didn’t anymore.


“A fair point, Daughter,” King Khufu said. He regarded
me suspiciously, leaning with an elbow on the intact arm of his chair. “Why
should I believe you?”


“I’ve spent years working in your mines and searching
the surrounding wadis and mountains for new sources of ore, Majesty. I know
every trail in the Sinai, every wadi, every waterhole. I know the Shasu
language – I learned it from a captive we once took. His band was harassing us.
He told me his band claimed the rocky ridge we were mining. I’d wager that’s
the band we’re looking for. It’s the most powerful in the Sinai. I know they utilize
just three different camping places, depending on the time of year. I know
which one they’re likely to be at right now. I will locate the
barbarians for you.”


King Khufu looked at me for a long moment, assessing. “I’ll
hold you to your promise,” he said at last, sharply. He turned to the other
men. “Who shall I send to punish the barbarians. You, Kawab?”


“I’ll begin preparations immediately, Father,” Kawab
replied.


“Majesty, the Feast of Khentymentiu is approaching,”
the dwarf Seneb reminded Khufu. “Kawab is his priest. He must preside over the
ceremonies at Abdju in the upper valley. We cannot afford to anger any god at a
time like this.”


“I’d forgotten, Seneb,” King Khufu said. His gaze swept
the gathered men. “You, Djedfre?”


“Djedfre’s supposed to travel to Per–Wadjet in the
morning, along with Teti, the new chief of the farming estates,” Kanufer said.


I’d seen Kanufer before; he was chief of the king’s
bowmen. He indicated a rather old man standing a few steps behind Sitba. I
assumed that was Teti.


“It’s going to be messy removing the current chief and
installing Teti in his place. He comes from an important family. We agreed Djedfre
would make a powerful representative for you, cut off opposition.”


“I’ll go, Father,” Khufukhaf volunteered.


“Majesty, I don’t trust anyone else to keep stone
moving on the plateau,” Vizier Hemiun objected. “Sending Khufukhaf would set
progress back on the pyramid as much as losing the copper will.”


“So that’s it?” King Khufu cried. “Three of my nine
sons unavailable to mete out my justice? Two more still children. Is there a
similar argument to be made against sending any of the rest? You would all see
me unavenged?” Khufu angrily sent the gold and faience crook he’d been gripping
in his hand flying over the edge of the mount.


I heard it clatter against the rocks as it bounced
over and over towards the plain below.


“Send Ankhu, Father,” Sitba interjected coolly. “Surely
someone else can oversee your dining hall for a month.” There was a hint of
disparagement in her voice.


“Yes! Send me, Father!” A young man stepped from the
group around the table, confident, eager, chin tilted high.


Ankhu was light–skinned, likely from spending his days
inside the per’aa. In his early twenties, he was an athletic–looking version of
the king. Khufu regarded Ankhu with skepticism. As did every man on the mount.


“You oversee a dining hall,” Meryptah scoffed. “Have
you ever commanded men? Have you ever fought?”


“They’re barbarians, Priest!” Ankhu retorted. “The
blood of kings courses through my veins! They’ll run at the very sight of me
and Father’s soldiers!”


How naïve. He’s going to get
himself and his men killed.


King Khufu sat down on his throne and regarded Ankhu
thoughtfully. “You’ve been itching for me to give you something important to do
for a long time. Your more experienced older brothers are currently scattered
across the land doing my bidding. I don’t have time to summon them here to put
together an expedition. By then the copper will surely be traded away. You may have
no experience leading and fighting, but I have no choice. The job is yours. Take
an expedition into the Sinai. Retrieve my copper.”


“Yes, Father,” Ankhu said eagerly. “I’ll depart within
the week.”


“Execute every barbarian,” Khufu demanded. “Set an
example these Shasu will never forget. No mercy! Do you understand?”


“Yes, Father. Absolutely no mercy. To anyone.”


“Seneb, give Ankhu one of my maces so he can properly execute
the wretches after he defeats them.”


“As you command, Majesty.”


King Khufu turned to his chief of bowmen. “Kanufer, send
an experienced chief of tens with Ankhu to plan the battle.”


“Majesty.”


“Nebit.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“My son has no experience traveling the desert or
moving supplies by river or sea. That will be your task. Organize the
expedition. Outfit his men properly. Deliver his expedition safely to the Sinai,
and return it to Giza safely. Reestablish my mines.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


I noted beads of sweat breaking out on his brow. Nebit
had no idea how to do what the king had just ordered. Especially not in one
week.


Khufu addressed me. “You will go with Ankhu as guide
and translator.”


“Yes, Majesty,” I replied. “Just so you know, preparations
for this expedition are already well underway in the South. Before I left Wadi
Jarf for Giza, I ordered the donkeys I’d led to the harbor to be returned across
the Eastern Desert to Hardai. They’ll be available to convey the supplies your
soldiers will need from the river landing at Hardai to the harbor at Wadi Jarf.
We’ll need to bring a second herd with us to replace the one stolen in the
Sinai, to carry supplies and ingots between Markha and the mines once they’re
reestablished. As well as a new company of miners.”


“You’ve given this some thought,” Khufu said
approvingly.


“Something I expect of all the men who serve me,” Nebit
interjected.


Just like him, to take credit for something he hadn’t
done. I ignored him. “Yes, Majesty. I assumed you’d send men after the Shasu to
wreak vengeance. I ordered water jars to be filled and ready for transport from
the harbor to the Sinai. And new ones made to replace those the Shasu smashed. And
for all of Your Majesty’s boats currently at the harbor to be readied to
transport fighters and miners and supplies across the Eastern Sea as soon as we
arrive.”


“Obtain a new herd of donkeys, and arrange for
replacement miners,” Khufu ordered Nebit.


“Yes, Majesty.”


“You should send a priest to make offerings to the
gods when the expedition sets out into the Sinai and when the mines are reopened,”
Iryiry interjected.


“Do it,” Khufu said.


“Perhaps one of Meryptah’s priests?” Iryiry suggested.
“Ptah is the god of craftsmen, and since you’ll be reopening your mines…”


“See to it, Meryptah,” Khufu ordered. “And take a
craftsman with you, Ankhu, to document my triumph over the barbarians. I’ll
want scenes carved in my funerary temples.”


“An excellent idea, Father,” Khufukhaf interjected. “There’s
a young man in the sculptor’s workshop – Senu. He makes the drawings that
sculptors use to create the heads placed in tombs. He drew me. The sculpture turned
out well. He should be adequate for the task.”


“Arrange it,” Khufu said crisply. He turned to his
son. “Ankhu, once you reach the Sinai punishing the barbarians will be your
responsibility alone. Do not fail me.”


“I won’t. Life, health, prosperity, Father!” Ankhu cried,
bowing. “Come!” he ordered Nebit sharply, striding towards the path that led
down the side of the mount. “You too, Ahmes. We’ve no time to waste. Glory
awaits!”


 


 


***


 


 


“Everything seems to be in order, Merer,” I said.


By the light of a guttering bowl of oil atop a small
table in one of the harbor’s storage huts the best of Nebit’s captains and I were
comparing the supplies listed on a sheet of papyrus to the few remaining containers
stacked around us. Ankhaef had set this hut aside specifically for Ankhu’s
expedition. This past week supplies and foodstuffs and equipment from the
nearby valley and Akhet Khufu’s workshops had been delivered to it almost
hourly, both night and day, accounted for, then transferred to the decks of my
waiting fleet. Nebit’s waiting fleet.


“Porters will move these remaining containers to the
deck of my command boat an hour before dawn,” Merer assured me. He gazed at
them and shook his head. “Who knew a royal needed so many delicacies? Does the
king’s son realize he’s going on a military expedition, not a pleasure jaunt?”


I doubted it, but who was I to question a royal out
loud. “I’m glad you’re going to captain the command vessel,” I said.


“It’ll be good to see the South again,” Merer replied.
“Moving blocks of limestone between Tura and Giza day after day is boring. More
challenging during inundation, when we move the heavy cladding stones. But
still…”


“Dull.” I laughed. “At least when you get hot at Tura you
can jump in the river and cool off. For me its sun and heat and wind and sand
without end.”


“Keeping late hours, I see.”


I turned. The king’s son Khufukhaf had slipped inside
the door. Nearing thirty, he’d spent more than half his life overseeing the movement
of stone on the Giza plateau. Merer and I hurriedly bowed.


“I’ll let the porters know they can load these,” Merer
said. He exited the hut.


“We’ll be ready to depart at dawn, Majesty,” I told
Khufukhaf. I set the papyrus on the table, then rubbed my eyes wearily. “It’s
times like these I miss Kay. Readying this expedition would have been so much easier
if he was still alive. I could have trusted him to assemble miners and donkeys
and supplies and boats without checking up on him.”


“Nebit’s worthless?”


I knew Khufukhaf hated Nebit. I could speak frankly. “He
delegated the preparations to me in their entirety. I’ve only seen him at the
harbor a few times, from a distance, huddled with your younger brother and
Baka. He hasn’t spoken to me once.”


“Smart of him. If anything goes wrong between here and
the Sinai you’ll take the blame, not him,” Khufukhaf said. “Hard to believe Kay
died two years ago. And Pakhar. Everything’s been a mess since then – at Ro–She
Khufu and Tura. Nebit’s incompetent. As bad as Iufaa. That one’s had to do real
work around the harbor since Pakhar died.” Khufukhaf shook his head. “I never
had to worry about anything when Kay and Pakhar were alive, either. Now I spend
my time dealing with their successors’ failures.”


“I don’t envy you, Majesty.”


“Something’s been bothering me about the news you
brought the other day,” Khufukhaf said.


“Majesty?”


“How were the Shasu able to get close enough to the
copper mines to slay everyone? Were the guards sleeping?”


“There weren’t any guards,” I spat bitterly. “One of
the first things Nebit did when he took over from Kay was get rid of them.
Since Shasu had never attacked the mines, he believed guards were an
unnecessary expense.”


“The short–sighted fool!”


“Those miners’ deaths are on his hands.”


“Why did Kay exile you to the desert?” Khufukhaf asked.
“Everything ran better when you were around. You two have a falling out?”


“I honestly don’t know why he sent me to the South.” I
shrugged. “I figured he’d tell me some day, maybe give me a second chance. But Nebit
certainly won’t. I’m going to spend the rest of my life traveling across the Eastern
 Desert and the Sinai.”


Khufukhaf sighed. “It’s hot in here. Let’s go outside
and talk. There are things you should be aware of before you depart.”


We sat on the far end of the quay closest to the hut.
Fully loaded boats, including Merer’s command vessel, were tied to either side,
bobbing gently, illuminated by the full moon. Dozens more boats were tied to
other quays or anchored in the middle of the harbor for the night. The majority
of the storage huts and warehouses and other structures lining the harbor’s
edges were dark. Dozens of stone blocks from Tura were stacked to my left, near
the foot of the king’s valley temple, ready for workers to move to the pyramid beginning
at first light. A few donkeys brayed on the northern edge of the harbor; I didn’t
envy the herdsmen who’d begin moving the herd aboard three of Nebit’s largest
cargo boats a few hours from now.


“I’m taking fifteen vessels,” I said, indicating the
ones lining the nearest quays. “All Nebit’s. It’s fortunate he left the
organizing to me; he wouldn’t have given me so many if I’d had to ask him. I’ve
used the king’s authority to commandeer Nebit’s best men to crew them and
manage the donkeys as we cross the Eastern Desert to the sea too. I’m afraid my
taking so many vessels will impact deliveries at Giza – I’m using a
considerable portion of Nebit’s local fleet. As soon as we unload these boats
and begin to cross the Eastern Desert I’ll send back those we won’t need for
our return journey – the ones that’ll carry miners and donkeys and their
supplies south.”


“I understand. The expedition takes precedence above
all else,” Khufukhaf confirmed.


I pointed to a section along the bank of the canal
leading from harbor to river, near the camp used by temporary workers. A few
fires dully glowed. “The so–called soldiers are over there. Baka, their
commander, won’t tell me anything about them. I’ve had to guess at their number
to arrange transport and supplies. As near as I can tell they’re mostly
conscripts – pyramid workmen – with a few of the king’s personal guards
sprinkled in. Kanufer assigned them. Rumor is most have never fought before.”


“That’s how it’s always been,” Khufukhaf said. “Kings
have never had need of a permanent army. The sea and the deserts and the
cataract protect our land from invasion. Kings call men to service when they
need them. Our miners in the Sinai were vulnerable to barbarian attack because
they were far from home. The Shasu would never have dared to show their faces
in our valley.”


I sighed. “I’m worried, Majesty. I’m not sure your
younger brother understands the seriousness of what he volunteered to do.” I
was echoing Merer’s concern. “Can you believe it? He’s set aside half the space
on the command vessel for serving girls and creature comforts. The girls won’t
matter so much while we’re on the river. But if I can’t talk him into leaving
them behind when we cross the Eastern Desert…”


“You’re right to worry,” Khufukhaf confirmed. “Half
the men who were on the mount when the king arranged this expedition expect it
to fail, and the rest fear it will. And when it does you’ll be the scapegoat.”


“Me?”


“If Ankhu fails to retrieve the copper and kill the
barbarians he’ll be given a meaningless job far from court when he returns, where
he’ll soon be forgotten. Father will need someone to publicly punish, to use as
an example to cow his subjects, to keep them from failing him in the future.
You.”


Naturally. Reason enough for Nebit to keep his distance
from the preparations and go no farther into the Sinai than the copper mines. “Why
would the king put Ankhu in charge if he expects him to fail?” I asked.


“Do you recall who suggested my brother?”


“Your sister, Sitba.”


“Who everyone believes will someday be Ankhu’s wife.
Do you have any idea why she suggested him?”


“To share in his glory?” I guessed.


Khufukhaf laughed. “You stumbled into a confrontation
between the Ptah and Re priesthoods the other day, Ahmes. Ptah is a long–established
god. As I’m sure you know, Atum is the oldest of the sun god’s three aspects,
worshiped in the valley from a time beyond memory. He’s considered to be a
creator god, the god of evening. Fewer men worship the sun god’s second aspect,
Khepri, the sacred beetle, the god of morning. But Re, the aspect of the sun
god worshiped at noon – he’s becoming more and more important. It irks the Re
priesthood that his temple at Iunu is still much smaller and less important
than Ptah’s at Ineb–hedj, and correspondingly supported by smaller, less
wealthy estates. The two high priests were arguing over which priesthood will
operate King Khufu’s mortuary cult.”


“With appropriate estates to support it?”


“Yes. When you burst into our meeting you gave each
priesthood an opportunity to diminish the other.”


“How?”


“Remember how my brother Kawab volunteered to lead the
expedition?”


“Yes. As he should. He’s the king’s eldest son and
heir.”


“And an adherent of Ptah. But Kawab is a sickly man.
He’d most likely not survive the trip. Remember who came up with a rather
frivolous excuse to keep him from going?”


“Seneb?”


“He’s beholden to Kawab. He expects to rise high in Kawab’s
court. He didn’t want to risk Kawab dying on the expedition and losing his
patron. None of Ptah’s adherents did – the High Priest Meryptah in particular.”


“Who are Ptah’s other adherents?”


“Besides me, the only important one is Ankhu, and he’s
not that important.” Khufukhaf lowered his voice. “Most bureaucrats expect
Kawab to die long before Father. My brother Djedfre would then be our next
king. Quite a few Re adherents have staked their futures on Djedfre – the
Greatest of Seers Iryiry, Chief of Bowmen Kanufer, Chief Scribe Wepemnefert, my
sister Sitba. They’ve cultivated him, arranged future positions. But if Djedfre
were to die on this expedition or fail to retrieve the copper, Father’s next
oldest son, Khafre, would succeed Father. The bureaucrats didn’t want to risk
either outcome.”


“So why did your sister suggest sending her future
husband?” I asked.


“Sitba may be young, but she’s a devious and
calculating woman,” Khufukhaf said.


“But quite a catch, I imagine. She’s gorgeous.” I’d
spoken without thinking. To her brother. “Sorry, Majesty.”


“Don’t get caught up in her, Ahmes,” Khufukhaf warned.


“Don’t worry.” I laughed. “A man like me doesn’t even
dream of being with a woman like her. A commoner and a king’s daughter?”


“Sitba wields her beauty like a weapon,” Khufukhaf charged.
“She flirts shamelessly. She’s been intimate with every man at court she thinks
can advance her status. She’s Father’s favorite but she drives him crazy. He’s
counting on a husband to tame her. Teti’s the current candidate. But he’s not
the man for the job.” Khufukhaf sighed deeply. “That man hasn’t been born yet.”


“Teti? The old man who’s going to become chief of
farming estates at Per–Wadjet?”


“Here’s the situation, Ahmes. Almost from birth Father
intended for Sitba and Ankhu to marry. They were born a few months apart. She’s
a daughter of his great wife and he’s a son of his lesser. Sitba can’t stand
Ankhu, because of his lesser lineage and lack of ambition and the way he plays
around with the court’s women – he’s exactly like her in that. Married to
Ankhu, Sitba would never rise to the heights she craves. Make no mistake – she
wants to be considered the most important of Father’s daughters. Father pledged
Sitba to Ankhu years ago, when it wasn’t certain his pyramid would be finished
before he died. He didn’t want to draw resources away from construction – if he
gave Sitba or any of his daughters to courtiers he’d then have to provide for
that courtier’s funerary cult, set aside some of his estates he’d rather devote
to the pyramid. That’s why quite a few of my sisters are married to my brothers.
But now that the pyramid’s half a decade or so from completion, Father’s
considering using Sitba to enrich himself.”


“How?”


“Teti’s old and childless. He holds the second largest
estate in the delta, after Nebit’s. That’s why Father is making Teti a chief.
Teti’s accepted the post because he wants the status and he’s willing to pay
the price for it.”


“What price?”


“If Father gets disgusted enough at Sitba’s behavior
and decides to exile her from court, Teti has agreed to marry her. Frankly, he’s
afraid of her, but he desperately wants to oversee Per–Wadjet. Their marriage
will benefit Father – Sitba’s son will inherit the estate from Teti and bring
it directly under Father’s control. A vast estate with rich resources.”


“What does any of this have to do with Sitba
suggesting Ankhu lead the expedition?” I asked, unclear.


“Hedging her bets,” Khufukhaf said. “She can’t stand
either Teti or Ankhu. But being Teti’s wife will be more advantageous. Living
far from court, with no one to keep her in check, she’ll be able to seize
control of Teti’s estate, live in a luxury none of her sisters can match. And
no doubt dally with any man she pleases. Note I said Sitba’s son will inherit
the estate – not necessarily Teti’s son. So, if Ankhu dies in battle, or fails
to punish the barbarians, by default Sitba will become Teti’s wife. But if, by
some miracle, Ankhu succeeds on this expedition, he’ll vault in status over
many of his older brothers. Possibly even me. Depending on how high he rises,
Sitba may decide being his wife is more advantageous to her and enable her to vault
over her older sisters too. While Sitba may acquire more wealth in the delta,
the court is, after all, the court. If Sitba decides she wants to be Ankhu’s
wife, she’ll be able to convince Father. He can’t tell her no. It’s his one
great weakness.”


“And at court she’ll have courtiers to dally with,
instead of low–level officials or estate overseers.”


“Exactly.”


“Why did the others go along with her? Meryptah rightly
pointed out your brother’s lack of experience.”


“If Ankhu fails, Ptah will be discredited and Re will accordingly
rise in stature. That too was part of Sitba’s calculation.”


“Which is why Iryiry suggested that Meryptah send
along a Ptah priest?”


“Yes.”


“I never expected to be caught up in royal
machinations.”


“Based on what I know of Ankhu’s limited abilities, it’ll
be up to you to make sure his expedition succeeds,” Khufukhaf said. “Afterwards,
you’ll be able to wash your hands of we royals.”


“But how can I make it succeed?” I asked, suddenly depressed.
“The king’s son and his chief of tens, Baka, will be in charge once the
expedition sets out for the Sinai. I’m only an organizer and guide. I don’t have
any authority.”


Khufukhaf lowered his voice, looked around to see if
anyone was within earshot. “You may have to seize it, Ahmes. Neither of them has
any experience in the desert.”


“Why are you telling me this?” I asked Khufukhaf,
suspicious.


“As I said, I’m an adherent of Ptah. If Ankhu fails
and Ptah is discredited and if Djedfre succeeds Father, he’ll take my position
away.”


“Why? You’re his brother.”


“Father appointed me vizier instead of him, even
though I’m younger than Djedfre.”


“Envy,” I said. I could relate. The source of the
trouble between me and Nebit.


Khufukhaf shrugged. “I’m telling you out of self
interest.”


I was surprised Khufukhaf was being so forthcoming. An
indication of how much he feared the outcome of the expedition. “Tell me about your
brother,” I said.


“Ankhu’s not taken seriously by anyone in the king’s
household. That’s why he’s in charge of Father’s dining and audience halls. There’s
not much he can do to mess that assignment up. His mother is the king’s second,
minor wife – Henutsen. He’s young enough to be well removed from any position
of power. Despite that, the rest of us, his brothers and half–brothers, envy
him. Ankhu is undeniably good–looking and engaging and personable. The court’s
women absolutely love him. Ankhu always has a new one on his arm at every
banquet. He’s impetuous. He never stops to think before he acts. He wants to
rise high – perhaps be chief of a region someday – but he doesn’t work very
hard. If he’s appointed chief he’ll leave day–to–day affairs to someone else.
He’s untried and he’s a glory–seeker, as you could tell the other day. He’s
boastful, and dangerous for that, because he’ll ignore counsel and underestimate
his enemy.”


“Which means I can’t,” I said.


“Not if you want to live,” Khufukhaf replied. “Which I
fervently hope you do.” He rested his hand on my shoulder. “I’d like to see you
replace Nebit, and soon, Ahmes. Everyone in the bureaucracy is disgusted with him
and how he carries out Kay’s responsibilities so poorly.”


“Then why is he a Greatest of Tens?” It rankled me
that Nebit held a position so important when he was absolutely unqualified.


“He’s being propped up by Re’s adherents. If it comes
down to a fight between Re and Ptah, they’ll be able to wield the
transportation network through him.”


“Without him even knowing. They could shut down
everything that flows in the valley and cripple the Ptah priesthood and its
supporters.”


“Exactly. To seal Nebit’s loyalty, Re’s high priest
Iryiry gave his eldest daughter to him in marriage. They live in a fine house
in Akhet Khufu and spend most of their time at court. Nebit keeps his slew of
concubines on his delta estate so his wife won’t suspect they exist.”


“Nebit has always been a sneak.”


“Succeed on this expedition, Ahmes, and others will
join with me to put you in Nebit’s place. We all remember you. No one ever
found fault with how you did your job.”


“I’m honored, Majesty. But why would the king appoint someone
like me to such a high position, even if the expedition is a success?” I queried.
“I’m the son of a weaver.”


“In the old days, when the bureaucracy was small, the king
filled positions with members of his family. But it’s grown vast, with this
mighty pyramid to build, and so Father appoints men with ability. That’s why I’m
vizier and my older brothers aren’t. But here’s the thing, Ahmes. Few who were on
the mount the other day believe you’re any more qualified than Ankhu to make
this expedition a success. Seize this chance to prove them wrong and carve out
a new future for yourself. You’ll never get another.”


 


 


***


 


 


The sun was less than an hour old when I ordered Merer
to unmoor the command boat from the quay. The harbor was thickly lined with
royals and porters and scribes and officials cheering our departure, and
priests wielding burning containers of incense chanting prayers to bless our
effort. The red pennant atop our mast snapped in the breeze; the wind was
strong from the north and would speed our journey. I watched as fourteen
vessels cast off behind us, crowded with nearly one hundred armed men and one
hundred replacement miners, most culled from the pyramid workforce, as well as
cooks and woodsmen and hunters and fishermen and other support personnel, and
associated foodstuffs and equipment and weapons and supplies, and two herds of
donkeys and their fodder. The oarsmen propelled the fleet towards the canal
connecting the harbor to the river, churning the water white. Getting these soldiers
and miners and a minimal number of support staff and the donkeys across the Eastern
 Desert with its limited supply of water was going to be challenging. The soldiers
had been conscripted from three pyramid workgroups – “Friends of Khufu,” “Followers
of the Powerful White Crown of Khufu,” and “Purifiers of the Lands of Khufu.”
The handful of experienced king’s guards were already instructing the faux
soldiers on the proper use of various weapons on the decks of their boats;
there was no time to waste, for they were raw. The fleet passed from the canal
into the busy river, crowded with vessels carrying supplies to the harbor or
departing to fetch more. Then, one by one, starting with our boat, linen sails
rose skyward and caught the stiff breeze. The first shift of oarsmen on each
boat bent to their task.


Wearily, I made my way towards the pavilion amidships
where Ankhu and Nebit were lounging side by side, laughing about something or
other. I hadn’t slept at all last night, having gone to check on every boat and
speak to every captain after my discussion with Khufukhaf, and then oversee the
loading of the donkeys. A pretty young girl in a linen skirt was standing
behind Ankhu, cooling him with a fan of ostrich feathers. Another was standing by
with a jar of wine, and another with a platter of honeyed cakes in case either
man grew hungry. As I crossed the deck I dodged several dozen girls Ankhu had
brought along to meet his various needs – dancers and musicians and serving
girls and fan bearers and the like. I hoped he’d have sense enough to leave his
entourage behind once we began the overland portion of our journey across the Eastern
 Desert; with the lead the barbarians already had speed was of the essence.
Along with a healthy dose of good luck.


“The fleet’s in order and underway, Majesty,” I reported,
bowing.


“How long will it take us to reach Hardai, Nebit?”
Ankhu asked, idly twirling his staff of office in his hand.


“You may answer, Ahmes,” Nebit said grandly, as if he
was doing me a favor by allowing me to reply to Ankhu. Nebit was, in fact, covering
up for his absolute lack of knowledge about the valley beyond Giza.


“Normally six days, Majesty. I’ve impressed on every
captain the urgency of this mission. We’ll arrive in five.”


“Very good. How about the desert crossing?”


“Pushing as hard as possible? Eleven days. We’ll cover
about twelve miles daily, assuming we don’t encounter a sandstorm or dry well. That’s
about as far as a loaded donkey can tolerate. We’ll travel from before sundown
to a little after sunup and shelter in whatever shade we can find during the
heat of the day, mostly rocky outcrops. It’s the best way to preserve the
donkeys.”


“You can follow the trail in the dark?” Ankhu asked,
skeptical.


“I can navigate by the stars and I know all the landmarks.
I’ve been traveling the trail three or four times in each direction every year
for more than a decade.”


“Majesty?”


A young man about Ankhu’s age approached and bowed extravagantly.
He was dressed in a brilliant white kilt, his features fine, fingers long. His
skin was light brown; he appeared to be a man who spent most of his time
indoors. A leather pouch was slung over a shoulder; rolls of papyrus peeked
from its top.


“Join us, Senu,” Ankhu invited.


Senu seated himself on a leather–bottomed chair next
to Ankhu.


“Nebit, this is the craftsman Senu. He’s coming along to
record my triumph on sheets of papyrus. Someday he’ll decorate not only Father’s
temples at Giza but my tomb with scenes from this expedition. After all, what’s
the point of achieving glory if no one knows about it?”


“My sentiment exactly, Majesty,” Nebit said fawningly.


I wondered if Ankhu thought the Shasu were simply going
to throw down their weapons and run away in fear when he appeared at their
camp. Maybe he thought they’d pose for Senu afterwards, before he lined them up
to be executed. Underestimating the enemy was never good. Ankhu clearly was.
Hopefully Baka would talk some sense into him. I suspected Ankhu wouldn’t heed
any warning from me.


“And you’re My Lord Nebit,” Senu said.


“We’ve met?”


“I was in the room when your father died.”


“I’d forgotten.”


“Understandable. That must have been horrible for you.”
Senu looked at me.


“Ahmes,” I said, assuming no one else was going to
introduce me.


“One of my men,” Nebit added.


“My brother Khufukhaf recommended you for the
expedition, Senu,” Ankhu told him.


“You’re from Giza, Senu?” I asked politely.


“I grew up in the workers’ village at Dahshur,” he
replied. “My father’s been placing casing stone on pyramids since before I was
born. He worked on King Sneferu’s pyramids at Dahshur, and now on King Khufu’s at
  Giza. My master took me in as an apprentice when the king’s workforce moved
from Dahshur to Giza. His workshop’s in Akhet Khufu.”


“Pleased to make your acquaintance.”


Senu removed a roll of papyrus from the pouch, spread
it flat on his lap, opened a small pot of ink, dipped a reed into it, began
sketching the deck of the boat. I was amazed at the ease with which he made the
likeness.


“Majesty, I understand you’re the youngest of the king’s
sons who’s old enough to lead a mission like this,” Senu said as he worked.


“Finally with something important to do!” Ankhu
slammed his right fist into his left palm. “For five years I’ve been
responsible for Father’s dining and audience hall. I’m ready for some action!”


“Have you led soldiers before, Majesty?” Senu asked.


“No. That’s why Chief of Bowmen Kanufer assigned Baka to
be Chief of Tens. He’s one of Father’s most experienced guards. He’ll establish
our strategy once we spot the barbarians and command the men in battle. Under
my guidance, of course.”


I glanced at a smaller pavilion near the bow, where
Baka and two of his subordinates were studying a map I’d drawn a week ago of
the routes from the Sinai landing to the three most likely barbarian encampments.
“Baka looks even younger than you, Majesty,” I said.


“Just as ambitious,” Ankhu said firmly. “Lucky for me.
I intend to return from this expedition covered in glory! I’m going to rise high
in Father’s eyes! My brothers have trivialized me for far too long. They’d love
to see me fail.”


“Why?” I asked.


“My half–brothers, because they’re my half–brothers.
My full brothers because my mother, Henutsen, favors me over them.”


I couldn’t help laugh. “Just like any family.”
Apparently Ankhu didn’t know about the rivalry between Ptah and Re and its influence
on his selection as expedition leader. He wasn’t clued in to the politics of
the king’s household.


“How about you, Ahmes? Ever fight barbarians?” Ankhu
asked.


“No, Majesty. But the murdered miners were my friends.
Fury will make up for my lack of experience.”


“How many years have you made deliveries in the valley?”


“Twenty, Majesty. First for Kay, now for My Lord Nebit.”
Ankhu obviously knew nothing about the extent of my experience and I doubted he
actually cared.


“How many men work for you, Nebit?”


“Thousands. Sailors, loading crews, herdsmen, miners,
hunters, fishermen, potters – to say nothing of the men and women who labor on my
estates. Many of which we’ll pass on the way south.”


“Your holdings are surprisingly vast,” Ankhu said.


“My family is ancient, Majesty.”


“Do you stay in the workers’ village when you’re at Giza?”
Ankhu asked me.


“No, Majesty. I used to reside at Tura during the
inundation. I traveled back and forth between Giza and Tura each day. But I’ve
been in the Sinai full–time the last four years.”


“You live at Giza, Senu,” Ankhu said. “What’s it like
for a common worker?”


“Crowded. As you know, during the inundation up to
forty thousand men come to Giza from all over the valley to provide the labor
they owe your father. Growing up, I lived in a house in the workers’ village at
Dahshur with my family, which was quite similar to the one at Giza. My mother
and father are among the permanent workers who reside at Giza year–round. Temporary
workers sleep shoulder to shoulder on the reed mat–covered floors of long
barracks, twenty men to a side. Overseers are more fortunate; they sleep at
each end on low platforms. Each barracks has four overseers, each responsible
for ten men. At dawn a boy lights linen wicks in small lamps filled with castor
oil so they can see to get dressed. There are several substantial villages on
either side of the canal that joins the harbor to the river, as well as camps
for the overflow. I imagine the arrangements in those are much the same.”


“From the number of cattle I’ve seen milling in the
stockyard, the permanent workers must eat fairly well.”


“Most of that goes to the overseers and skilled
craftsmen who reside in Akhet Khufu, like me. Meat is supplied to the workers’
villages on feast days – suitable for stews of beef or goat or sheep. Every
work gang gets its own animal. Cooks dispatch and butcher them with chert
knives in the streets beside barracks’ doors. Of course, workers are supplied daily
with plenty of bread and beer.”


“Of course.”


“There’s considerable competition between work gangs,”
Senu continued. “Men from a village are always assigned to the same gang, and every
village vies to outwork all others. Some gangs unload blocks of stone from the
boats in the harbor. Some drag blocks from the harbor to the base of the
pyramid ramp. Some drag blocks from the Giza quarries. Some drag blocks up the
ramp. Some labor in the kitchens and bakeries and breweries, some in the
slaughterhouse. Some unload supply boats. Anyone who uses a copper tool is closely
monitored – they report to scribes before and after work. If it appears a
workman has slivered off and hidden a bit of copper he’s immediately taken away
and punished. When tools become too dull they’re delivered to the metalsmiths
to be recast.”


“What are the houses like in the workers’ village?”


“Small. One room and a walled courtyard with an outdoor
hearth. Almost everyone grows fruits or vegetables or keeps a goat or two on
their roof. Women weave linen or make mats or sew clothing or a perform a myriad
of other tasks in their homes while their husbands labor on the pyramid. Some
women, like my mother, work in Akhet Khufu. She’s a seamstress. The youngest
children graze the family’s animals on the plateau, while older work alongside
their mother or father. A very few, such as me, come to the attention of a
master craftsman and are taken into his house as an apprentice.”


“And rescued from that fate by royals like me,” Ankhu
laughed. He turned to me. “What do men like you do with their free time?”


“Compete in wrestling and swimming and running and rowing
and archery, though there’s precious little free time. Especially during the
inundation. We have to take advantage of every hour then.”


“You can draw a bow, Ahmes?”


“I have some skill, Majesty.”


“What’s life like for you, making deliveries?”


“I’m always on the move, either crossing the Eastern Desert
or the Sinai or sailing across the Eastern Sea,” I replied. “I have to take
care of men and animals equally. Rations are skimpy. My men and I are always
hungry and thirsty and hot and filthy.”


“This expedition should be a nice break for you, then,”
Ankhu said.


“Yes, Majesty.” I wasn’t sure how, with fifteen boats
and several hundred men and animals to watch out for. But, then, he assumed Nebit
was doing the work, not me.


A girl refilled Ankhu’s cup with wine.


My eyes swept the deck, observing his plethora of
servants, all of them devoted to his comfort and pleasure. Ankhu was used to
taking his ease and living in luxury. He had no idea of the hardships he was
about to face. He’d never believe me if I tried to tell him. So I didn’t.


It didn’t appear Ankhu was going to invite me to sit
with him in the shade of his pavilion. So I took my leave and sought Merer. He
was watching over his boat and the following vessels from beneath a sunscreen
in the stern. I stretched out beside him on deck and promptly fell asleep.


 


 


***


 


 


“The king’s harbor is there, three miles distant,” I
said, pointing east.


Ankhu and Baka and Senu and I were standing at the
edge of the rocky desert plateau that loomed over the wide flat coastal plain
and distant Eastern Sea. To our left, far below our feet, Wadi Jarf bisected the
plateau, the well–worn trail at its heart sloping gradually from the heights to
the plain. The last rays of sunlight were slanting behind us, coloring desert
and plain gold, shining on the distant water, lengthening our shadows ahead of
us. I turned, shaded my eyes against the glare with a hand. The conscripts making
up Ankhu’s force and Nebit’s miners were strung out for a considerable distance
behind us on the wadi path, the men walking, supplies and fodder loaded high on
the backs of numerous donkeys. To my chagrin, neither Baka nor Ankhu had enforced
military discipline after we disembarked at Hardai. I would’ve been embarrassed
if men under my command had strolled along at their own pace, like these. Ankhu
had agreed to leave his serving girls and dancers and singers and cooks ans
such behind at the river landing only after a heated argument with me.
Otherwise, we might still be days away from this spot. As it was, we’d taken
two weeks already instead of the eleven days I’d planned. My insistence on being
in charge of the trek across the desert had infuriated Baka; he’d made it clear
that once we reached the Sinai he was taking command of the expedition and I’d
be relegated to guide and required to strictly obey his orders. Ankhu, deprived
of his expected creature comforts, had fully backed him.


Nebit was somewhere among the men, near the rear of
the column, being carried in a shaded sedan chair by some of his future miners.
He’d refused to walk or ride a donkey, believing either to be beneath his dignity.
I’d never heard anyone complain as much as him about lack of food and water and
luxuries. A week ago he’d changed his original plan to cross the sea to the
Sinai to personally reestablish the copper mines, as Khufu had ordered, using the
pretext that someone in authority needed to remain in charge at the harbor
while our expedition tracked down the Shasu. In reality, Nebit had no idea how
to train miners and smelters and restore the mines and its associated camp to
working order. I’d put an experienced overseer I knew well in charge.


“Kay constructed this harbor specifically to enable
him to acquire copper for King Khufu’s pyramid,” I said. “Its support
facilities dot the entire plain from the base of this plateau to the shore of
the sea. More than three hundred men work here. The main camp is atop that low hill
where columns of smoke are rising – it’s on higher ground to catch the breeze.
The stone wall circling it restricts access. Kay used to stay in that fieldstone
building when he was here. That’s where you’ll sleep, Majesty.”


“I’ll be glad to be off the ground,” Ankhu said.


“See that rocky rounded hillock in the plain?” I
continued. “We cut seventeen storage galleries into it, arranged in a radial
pattern around its base.”


“We?”


“I helped construct all this, Majesty, at the same
time your father’s engineers were constructing the harbor at Giza. We built the
jetty out of limestone blocks we quarried nearby. It juts about six hundred
fifty feet east into the sea, then veers southeast for just under four hundred
more. Shelters the fleet from the occasional storm. Every boat has a permanent
anchorage with its name written in red, so there’s never confusion about which
vessel goes where.”


“It’s impressive, so far from civilization,” Ankhu
said.


I nodded. “This is as mighty a harbor as Giza’s. Who
could see it and doubt your father constructed it? No Shasu would question your
father’s might and control over this vast land.”


“Too bad the Shasu murderers never saw it.”


I nodded. “We dug nine more galleries into a side of
the wadi. Most are ten feet wide and more than six tall. The longest stretches
nearly one hundred feet. We constructed the level platforms and ramps in front
of the galleries from the material we excavated.”


Senu seated himself and began quickly sketching the
scene.


“What are the galleries for?” Ankhu asked.


“One holds rolls of papyrus – my records of every
foodstuff and supply I’ve conveyed here from the delta and valley, the number
of copper ingots I’ve sent to Giza, as well as every bit of work each man has performed,
in half–day increments. I leave the original here as an archive; a scribe makes
a copy that’s delivered to Vizier Hemiun at the Administrative House in Akhet
Khufu. There are also copies of Kay’s and Nebit’s records detailing operations
related to construction of the pyramid, and those concerning the transportation
of stone blocks extracted from the northern and southern quarries of Tura. There
are copies of some of Kay’s boat captains’ records too. A number of galleries
contain foodstuffs and supplies and massive jars of fresh water – each work
gang has its own, with its name inked on it. The water’s drawn from a spring
about a mile to our west out in the desert. Those columns of smoke over there –
we operate three kilns to make jars large enough to store the water. Close by
the kilns are bread ovens and a fish–processing area and a slaughterhouse.”


“For the cattle you drive here from the river?” Ankhu
asked.


“Yes. We use the majority of the galleries to store
the boats that transport copper ingots between the Sinai and the harbor during
the months of inundation.”


“You don’t mine year round?” Ankhu asked.


“The sea’s too rough to sail, Majesty. The miners
return to Tura to quarry cladding stone. We store the boats, because if we left
them anchored in the harbor during the idle months they could be sunk by wind
and waves, or their wood could rot from sea creatures. Wood’s far too precious
in this land to let that happen – in fact, I have to haul fuel here and into
the Sinai for the cook fires and kilns and smelters. Shipwrights dismantle the
boats at the end of every season and scrape off the barnacles and make whatever
repairs are necessary. Each is stored in its own gallery, along with its oars
and ropes and other necessities. The dry desert air preserves them.”


“They’re safe from raiders?” Ankhu asked.


“I remain here with a few guards when the men leave for
Tura. Plus, we seal the entry to each gallery with a mighty slab of stone. No
raider would have the patience to remove even one. But, as you can see, all of Nebit’s
boats are currently in the harbor. I gave orders to launch them before I left
here for Giza to make my report. I assumed the king would send a force to
punish the Shasu. I didn’t want to waste time reassembling the boats and getting
them ready to sail after we arrived. I assure you, the moment you’re ready to sail
for the Sinai, Majesty, my men will be ready.”


“Were the boats built here?” Ankhu asked.


“In a shipyard at Tjeni, by Kay. They were dismantled afterwards
and carried overland to this harbor and reassembled on the beach. I’ll show you
the assembly pits later. Each boat is seventy feet long, made from Retunian
cedar, and can haul up to fifteen tons.”


“Are they sturdy enough to carry all my donkeys and men?”
Baka asked.


“My men,” Ankhu corrected sharply.


“Of course, Majesty,” Baka said.


Baka, I had observed, considered himself to be the
most important man on the expedition. He fully expected to take credit for the
upcoming victory, or so men whispered at night as they ate and lounged around
their campfires. I knew, because I shared their fires. Ankhu and Nebit and Baka
and Senu had one of their own, and I wasn’t welcome at it. Baka had rather
subtly transferred the men’s initial loyalty from Ankhu to himself during the
journey by disparaging the inexperience of the king’s son in casual
conversation with the soldiers, over and over. I hadn’t said anything to Ankhu
about what I’d overheard; I didn’t have any faith in his leadership myself. Plus,
Ankhu spoke to me only when necessary. Most of the time he treated me like I
didn’t exist. I was too much a commoner for his taste, especially when he had
Nebit to ceaselessly flatter him. At least Baka had some experience in a fight.
Or so he claimed.


“The boats will carry everything we need,” I replied.


“One boat’s much larger than the others,” Ankhu noted,
squinting at the distant harbor.


“Khufu Brings Its Two Uraei. It’ll be your command
vessel.”


“Where exactly are we going?” Baka asked, scanning the
horizon.


I pointed. “See that tall peak on the far side of the
sea, in the midst of that low range?”


Baka nodded.


“That’s the gateway to the mining district, thirty–five
miles away. We use it to navigate to our landing place on the coast at a place
called Markha. It’s a five–mile wide wash of sand and gravel. It’s guarded by a
circular fortified structure one hundred fifty feet in diameter, in the dunes
at the north end of the beach. Markha’s a staging post and processing station
for some of the copper ore and turquoise extracted by the miners in the nearby mountains.
Next to the fortification are pens where we keep Nebit’s donkeys. Kept. With
luck, we’ll bring all of them back from the Shasu camp loaded with the copper
ingots the Shasu stole.”


“The moment we disembark at Markha I’m taking
command,” Baka reminded me firmly.


“I understand, Chief.”


“You’d better.”


 


 


***


 


 


“I’ve got a very bad feeling,” I told Senu in a low
voice.


We were walking together just behind Ankhu and Baka, fruitlessly
trying to avoid the dust rolling from the hooves of the two men’s donkeys. Senu
and I had become fast friends during the journey from Giza. We’d both come to
admire and appreciate the other’s skills and talents. Ankhu and Baka were
swaying slightly, hunched over, half asleep, lulled to drowsiness by the
monotony of sand and scrub brush and veils of shimmering heat. My throat was
dry and I was drenched in sweat. The hot sun had been beating down relentlessly
all day; now, late in the afternoon, it was at our backs, sending long shadows
ahead of us. I glanced over my shoulder, squinted against the sunlight. The conscripts
were straggling as usual, strung out for half a mile, heads down, eyes focused
a few steps in front of them on the rocky sandy path, thirsty, exhausted from two
weeks of marching along this faint trail through the desert. I was used to the
hardships of this trek; aside from a few drovers handling the animals no one
else was. I noted a large gap had opened in the column between the last of the donkeys
laden with supplies and fodder and the men closest behind them. No doubt they’d
purposefully fallen back trying to avoid the cloud of dust.


I refocused my attention forward. I expected the Shasu
were camped on the far side of a long low ridge perhaps three miles directly
east. Not far ahead of us the trail dipped into a long slight narrow defile
lined closely on both sides with a jumble of tall boulders. A shiver ran down my
spine.


I moved next to Ankhu, got his attention, looked up at
him. “Majesty, if I was going to attack this column I’d do it just ahead, where
the trail narrows. Wouldn’t it be wise to stop here for a moment and consolidate
the column, and let me go ahead and scout in the meantime?”


“You’re a guide, Ahmes. I’m in charge of these
soldiers, not you,” Baka interjected scornfully. “I’ll tell you the same thing
I’ve told you every time you’ve volunteered to scout already – I don’t trust
you. You’ve never fought. You’ll run at the first sign of trouble. So you’re
staying with us. Besides, I’ve sent scouts. They would’ve reported if
barbarians were lying in wait. They’re not. You give the Shasu more credit for
strategy than they deserve. They’re nothing but opportunistic disorganized
savages. I for one am tired of chasing ghosts through this waste, as we have
been for two weeks. For your sake, you’d better hope they’re camped where you
claim they are. You’ve promised we’ll find them. If we don’t and this
expedition fails it’ll be your fault.”


I fell back beside Senu. “Fool,” I muttered. Uneasy, I
pulled an arrow from the quiver draped over my shoulder and loosely fitted it
to my bow.


The Shasu struck less than ten minutes later when the
bulk of our column was in the defile, the trail so constricted men couldn’t
walk more than two abreast. Hearing shouts and screams behind me I turned. Barbarians
had sealed off the west end of the defile behind the last of the donkeys. More
had surrounded the half of our men who were still on the open desert, without
cover. A quick glance told me they were going to be annihilated by superior
numbers. Arrows were flying and men were falling. In the defile, donkeys were
sinking to their knees and toppling over, slain by arrows, completely blocking its
west end. Others, wounded, were plowing wildly into the men around them,
sending some sprawling, crushing bones. We were completely trapped to our rear
and hemmed in on both sides by the boulders lining the defile. Suddenly, Shasu began
swarming from behind the boulders into the defile and attacking us with lances
and knives and clubs while more, standing atop the boulders, rained arrows on
us. No strategists, indeed.


Baka toppled from his donkey, his chest pierced by an
arrow, dead before he hit the ground, his long knife still in its scabbard.


With one hand I jerked Ankhu off his donkey’s back. He
landed in the dirt, hard.


“You’re a target!” I cried.


An arrow whistled past my cheek and buried itself in the
flank of Ankhu’s beast. The donkey leapt into the air and charged towards the east
end of the defile, braying. An arrow grazed my right upper arm. The man to my
right fell, then another. Shasu were swarming everywhere, in seemingly limitless
numbers, slashing and stabbing and clubbing. We were trapped in the defile and
even an experienced commander would have had no space in which to maneuver us, not
that there was an experienced commander present. The fight was clearly every
man for himself, I realized grimly, and hopeless.


“I won’t die alone!” I vowed. I dropped to a knee and
began coolly firing at the Shasu bowmen who were pouring their arrows into us from
atop the boulders. I’d never shot at a man before, but the memory of my slain
comrades and the will to survive drove me. I sensed Ankhu directly behind me,
stabbing desperately with a lance he must have picked up from a fallen comrade.
The battle was swirling all around us, a cacophony of screams and grunts and triumphant
cries. Only a handful of men on both sides had bows; the rest were fighting up
close with whatever weapon they had. Blood was flowing; bodies littered the
ground – mostly ours. Far too quickly I shot my last arrow, dropped my bow,
drew my copper knife, crouched. Out of the corner of my eye I caught sight of a
Shasu running full speed at Ankhu, lance raised in his right hand. I spun
around and recognized him in that instant – Ragnakh. His reputation as a
warrior was unequaled in the Sinai. He was obviously the barbarian’s war leader
and was deliberately attacking Ankhu, hoping to kill him and end the battle. Just
as Ragnakh viciously thrust I jumped in front of Ankhu to protect him. The tip
of Ragnakh’s lance went all the way through my left shoulder. I screamed in
agony. But, carried forward by the momentum of his thrust, Ragnakh impaled his
belly on my outstretched knife. I twisted the knife and sliced upwards with all
the strength I could muster. Ragnakh stared at me in surprise, then toppled
face first onto the ground.


I simultaneously let go of my knife and fell to my
knees. The butt end of the lance was on the ground; I leaned back on my
haunches and clutched the staff with my right hand where it penetrated my
shoulder to keep it steady, nearly overcome by a wave of excruciating pain and
nausea. “Ragnakh’s dead!” I had presence of mind enough to bellow in the
barbarian tongue. “Ragnakh’s dead!”


Instantly the closest Shasu paused, took up my cry. It
quickly swept the length of the defile. A moment later the barbarians abruptly abandoned
the fight and melted away towards the distant ridge, dragging their dead and
wounded behind them. One Shasu with long swirling honey–colored hair leapt atop
a boulder as the others retreated, desperately tried to rally them, shouted victory
was within their grasp, called them all cowards as they flowed past. With a
start I realized the Shasu was a woman, bloodied by battle. But her comrades
ignored her. Soon she alone faced Ankhu’s survivors. Viciously, disgustedly, she
hurled her lance into our midst, then disappeared.


Almost immediately Senu was kneeling beside me. He was
spattered with blood, drenched with sweat, breathing hard. “Thank the gods you’re
alive!” he gasped fervently.


“Thank the gods you are, Senu.”


“This is going to hurt, Ahmes. Sorry.” Using a serrated
flint knife, Senu carefully sawed the shaft of the lance off close to my chest
as gently as possible. I gritted my teeth; the shaft unavoidably moved back and
forth with each stroke. The pain was almost unbearable. Then, without warning, Senu
seized the portion of the lance protruding from the back of my shoulder and
abruptly yanked it out. I fainted.


When I came to it was dark. I was propped with my back
against a boulder beside the trail in the defile. The sky was brilliant with
stars. My shoulder was throbbing, the pain intense. I saw someone had bound
linen around my wound. Senu, I assumed. The bandage was dark with dried blood,
as were my chest and abdomen and kilt. “Water,” I croaked.


Senu put a jar to my lips.


I drank, leaned back. “How bad?” I asked.


“Half the men dead or wounded. The survivors scared
out of their wits. All but two donkeys slain or crippled. Baka was a fool. He
should have listened to you. He paid the price.” Senu put his hand on my arm. “Ankhu
should have listened to you.”


“Is he…”


“Dead? He might as well be. He’s dazed and confused
and broken, cowering with the survivors in the defile. I guarantee you – at
first light he’ll be running for home. The men who are able to walk will follow
him. As for the rest…”


I closed my eyes. King Khufu would be furious when he learned
about today’s defeat. So many more of his men needlessly lost. Another Shasu massacre.
No revenge. No copper. No reasserting Khufu’s power in the Sinai. No setting
maat to right. Ankhu would be exiled. And I’d take the blame for it. Probably
be executed. Assuming any of us made it back to Giza alive. I remembered Khufukhaf
telling me it might be up to me to save Ankhu before the expedition was over. Khufukhaf
had been right.


“Bring Ankhu to me,” I ordered.


I shifted my position, saw stars, gritted my teeth against
the pain. All around me wounded men were moaning, begging for water. Dark
shapes were leaning over them, tending to comrades as best they could in the
moonlight. Baka had apparently not seen fit to include a healer in our troop.


Senu practically dragged the king’s son to me.


“You’re alive,” Ankhu said dully, sitting down cross–legged
in the dust beside me. He was chastened, defeated. “I suppose I owe you my
life.”


“Majesty, we need to launch a counterattack. Tonight,”
I said, ignoring his comment. There was no use wasting time talking about what
had happened. All that mattered now was what would happen in the next few
hours.


“Attack?” Ankhu asked, incredulous. He laughed
hollowly. “You need to lead us back to the valley right away, Ahmes. I promise
you’ll be rewarded if we make it safely.”


“That’s the one thing we can’t do, Majesty – head for
home. Our donkeys are dead. The men are in no shape to carry across the desert
what few supplies we might be able to salvage from this disaster. Many of the wounded
aren’t strong enough to travel. We don’t have enough water. Worse, the Shasu
will attack us again. Killing their mightiest warrior bought us some time, but
an equally fierce one survived. She’ll lead them after us.”


“She? A woman?”


I nodded. “They’ll move alongside us on the trail day
after day and rain arrows from a safe distance until we’re all dead. Or ambush
us over and over. Or poison the few waterholes ahead of us so we’ll die of
thirst. Or simply wait until we’re too weak with hunger to fight, then wipe us
out in one massive attack.”


“Then we have to fortify ourselves right here.”


“If we do the Shasu will surround us and they won’t leave
until we’re all dead,” I assured him. “They might attack right away, they might
wait a day, or a week. They have plenty of time. We don’t. We’ll run out of water.
There’s no shelter. The men will weaken fast, baking in the sun. Majesty, our
only chance of survival is to attack. Tonight. I’m not asking you to decide. I’m
telling you what we have to do. Unless you want to die.” I took a deep breath,
grimaced at the sudden sharp pain in my shoulder. I was feeling very dizzy. “The
barbarian who charged you was named Ragnakh. I knew him by reputation.” I
scanned the moonlit horizon. A dark low shape loomed over the desert, barely
visible. “I expect his band is camped on the far side of that ridge, two or so
miles away. There’s a fine watering hole there, and enough grass for livestock.
The Shasu are bound to be celebrating their victory. They’ll never be more
vulnerable than right now. They’ll assume we’ll turn tail and run at first
light. The last thing they’ll expect is for us to attack them. We can take
advantage of the darkness to get close to their camp, strike them before dawn. Majesty,
we can beat them.”


“Why would the men follow me after this disaster?” Ankhu
asked pathetically.


“You’re the king’s son. Invoke the gods or something!
Threaten them with your father’s wrath!” I was hurting and frustrated. I wanted
to tell him to be a man. I came perilously close.


“I have no idea what to do,” Ankhu said helplessly.


Salvation was up to me. “Stay close beside me. I’ll
tell you what to do and say, and when.”


“We can’t attack. You can’t possibly walk to that
ridge with that wound,” Ankhu argued.


“Put me on a donkey. Senu can walk beside me and keep
me upright.”


Ankhu seemed incapable of action.


“I’m attacking the barbarians,” I said firmly. “There’s
a chance we’ll defeat them. If we don’t attack we’re all going to die for sure.”


Ankhu sat as if frozen.


Disgusted, I rose with Senu’s assistance and propped
myself against the nearest boulder. He helped me stand more or less upright, my
good draped arm over his shoulders. I faced the defile full of frightened survivors.
“I want every able–bodied man armed and ready to march in ten minutes – and all
the wounded who can walk,” I announced in stentorian voice. “We’re going to
make the barbarians pay for what they did to us today.”


Senu worked his way down the defile, prodding every
reluctant man to his feet with a lance. Ankhu remained seated next to me.


We were on the move fifteen minutes later. I led the ragtag
column, mounted on a donkey, Senu walking next to me with a hand on my thigh. I
reeled with pain at every jolting step. The ground was rocky and broken and the
going slow in the darkness, particularly since we had to be as quiet as
possible and many of the walking wounded couldn’t move fast anyway. Nearly
everyone was bandaged with strips of linen torn from kilts; the least hurt
helped their more seriously injured comrades limp along. We reached the base of
the rocky ridge on the side opposite the barbarian camp a couple of hours before
the night’s midpoint. I dismounted. Supported by Senu, I cautiously crept with him
and Ankhu a short distance forward where we could peer around the end of the
ridge. I had to stop and rest every few steps.


Several dozen huts were scattered in two rows roughly parallel
to the ridge, the nearest fifty feet away, the spring and a few trees and a
patch of long grass in their front, the ridge at their back. At the far end of
camp I counted three dozen donkeys tied to the trunks of small twisted trees. Nebit’s.
Men and women were wildly celebrating their victory beside numerous campfires.
Perhaps a dozen wounded were being tended to around others. A loud heated
argument was taking place inside one hut, the words muffled.


“Someone’s arguing with their chieftain,” I whispered.
“As near as I can tell, he’s calling the chieftain a coward for running away.
He’s accusing him of giving away the victory when it was in his grasp. He’s
demanding they attack us at dawn and wipe us out. The chieftain’s refusing.
They’re cursing each other now.”


An instant later a dark figure ripped off the reed mat
covering the hut’s opening and tossed it aside and stormed out. He stepped
around the corner of the hut into the firelight, picked up an earthenware jar,
threw it as far as he could into the darkness.


“A woman!” Ankhu exclaimed quietly.


A head poked from the opening of the hut, followed by
an angry shout.


The woman picked up another jar and hurled it at the
hut.


The head disappeared inside just in time.


The jar bounced off the side of the opening.


“The chieftain’s daughter,” I said. “She fought us, Majesty.
She tried to rally the Shasu after Ragnakh fell.”


“We’re lucky she’s braver than the rest of her people,”
Senu observed.


“She doesn’t strike me as someone who’ll give up. She’ll
gather enough men in the morning to attack the defile without her father’s
blessing,” I said.


“Good thing we’re attacking,” Ankhu admitted. “I
should have listened to you earlier, Ahmes. Baka was an idiot.”


The three of us slipped back into the darkness on the
far side of the ridge. My shoulder was throbbing and sweat was pouring down my
face. I was having a hard time catching my breath. I sat.


“What’s your plan?” Ankhu asked.


“I counted about fifty able–bodied men, three times
that many women and children.”


“More fighting men than we have,” Ankhu said.


“Don’t discount their women either,” Senu interjected.


“If we attack right now, with surprise on our side, we’ll
kill a few, but the barbarians will rally soon enough and fight us hand to
hand,” Ankhu observed. “Won’t it be a repeat of this afternoon, only with us
even more greatly outnumbered than we were then?”


“We’re going to wait until they go to sleep,” I said.
It was clear to me what had to happen. “I’m going to station half our archers
on the ridge above camp. Senu, you’ll be in charge. Have them wrap strips of linen
around their arrows. Start a small fire on the far side of the ridge, out of
sight of camp. Light the arrows on my signal. Have the men aim for the huts. They’re
dry as can be. Once they burst into flames whoever’s inside will flee. With
luck they’ll be disoriented and panicked and leave their weapons behind. The
rest of the archers will be down here with you, Majesty, facing the camp. We should
be able to kill quite a few Shasu as they run from their huts. As soon as our
arrows are exhausted the rest of the men will charge the survivors. All you
have to do, Majesty, is give the command when I tell you.”


Ankhu nodded. “Our lives are in your hands now, Ahmes.”


Senu crept forward to keep watch on the camp. Ankhu
and I returned to where the men were nervously waiting nearby. Gathering them
around me, I quietly explained what was expected of them. It galled me that
because of my wound I wouldn’t have the strength to draw a bow myself. I hoped
I wouldn’t collapse before the attack even started. I was growing weaker by the
minute.


Senu returned an hour later to report everyone had
taken to their huts. We began our movement. Senu and his handful of archers quietly
scaled the back of the ridge; Ankhu and I led the rest silently into position
in a long arc facing the camp, the men crouching behind whatever scant cover
was available and not illuminated by dying campfires. I carefully stationed
each of the ground–level archers to maximize their effectiveness. By the time I
finished it was only a couple of hours until dawn.


I signaled to Senu who alone was visible atop the
ridge. He signaled to men on its far side. A minute later a dozen archers slipped
noiselessly over the ridge and took positions just below its crest, their
blazing arrows scattered points of light in the darkness. I signaled. A dozen
arrows simultaneously arced high into the sky and plunged straight down into
camp. Several missed their targets entirely. The rest struck bone–dry huts.
They exploded into flame. Almost immediately dark figures began to emerge, shouting,
outlined against fire. Many tumbled to the ground, struck by arrows loosed by archers
both at ground level and on the ridge, not only men but women and children.
There was no time to aim carefully. As the archers shot the last of their
arrows I nudged Ankhu and he ordered the charge. Our men surged into camp,
stabbing with lances, slashing with knives. The archers on the ridge scrambled down
the slope and poured the last of their arrows into the barbarians. In less than
fifteen minutes every Shasu had been either killed or captured. Ankhu’s men lined
the survivors up at lance point with their backs against a sheer rocky section
of the ridge, their faces sullen in the flickering light of their burning huts.
Many were bleeding. Arrows protruded from some who were sitting on the ground,
being tended by their women. The men were for the most part stoic, already
resigned to their fates, the women clinging to their children, most of them
crying.


Senu descended the ridge with his men and rejoined Ankhu
and me. I seated myself on the ground, my back against a palm trunk, dizzy,
clutching my shoulder, drenched with sweat. I didn’t know how much longer I was
going to last.


“A tremendous victory!” Ankhu exclaimed, strutting back
and forth in front of me, his eyes shining. “Father will be pleased!” Now that
his fortunes had turned he was once again the dashing boastful king’s son he’d
been before the disaster. “A triumph, Ahmes! A triumph! None of my brothers can
match this!”


“I’ll record your victory in all its glory,” Senu
assured him.


Someone brought me a jar of water and I drained half
and poured the rest over my head. I was getting feverish. I knew I wouldn’t get
any credit for the victory – that would go to Ankhu alone. But victory meant,
if Khufukhaf was to be believed, my taking over Nebit’s position. That would be
reward enough for me. Assuming I survived the journey home. Which was highly
unlikely. I was very badly injured, and we had no healer. Odds were I was going
to die right here within the next few hours.


One of the king’s soldiers rushed to Ankhu’s side. “Majesty,
the hut the archers missed with their fire arrows is full of copper ingots,” he
announced.


“Splendid!” Ankhu exclaimed gleefully. “Revenge and
copper! The donkeys recovered! An even more resounding success!”


Some of our men were guarding the captives, the rest eating
and drinking foodstuffs salvaged from the few huts that weren’t smoldering
heaps of ash, or stretching out wearily on the ground, or tending each other’s
wounds. They rotated between guarding and resting the next few hours. I dozed fitfully.
Ankhu awakened me at daybreak.


“Time to deal with the captives,” he announced
cheerfully.


He strolled to a place facing them, in the center of
the ragged line backed against the hill. Guards had forced them to their feet. Senu
supported me beside Ankhu.


“Who is your chief?” Ankhu asked.


I translated.


An old man stepped forward, bloodied, eyes downcast.


“Tell him this, Ahmes,” Ankhu commanded. “I am Ankhu,
son of Khnum–Khufu, King of the Black Land and Red, Ruler of the Delta and Upper
 Valley, Master of the Sedge and Bee, Medjedu Horus in the Per’aa, Living God.
My father sent me here to punish you for slaying his miners and stealing what
belonged to him. I could march you and your people across the desert and
sea to my father’s valley and bind you in slavery for the rest of your miserable
lives. But that road is long and my men and supplies few. So, instead, your
life and your people’s lives are forfeit. You shall all die, here, today.”


Sobs rang out from women and children as I relayed
Ankhu’s words.


Ankhu smiled viciously. “I know you’ve all seen the
image of my father smiting a prisoner that’s carved on a sheer rocky face near
his copper mines, for that’s where you massacred his miners. You should have
taken that image as a warning of what would befall you if you challenged him. I’m
going to slay you all, right here in this camp, and leave your unburied bodies
to bloat and rot in the sun, the same way you left my father’s miners. After
this, all barbarians in the Sinai will know the might of King Khufu, and
tremble forever at the mention of his name.”


As I translated Ankhu’s words women began pleading for
mercy. Except one. She moved beside the chieftain. I recognized her; his daughter.
Her bravery in battle belied her years; she was no older than eighteen, a
beauty, her eyes fierce, features exotic. Her right bicep was bandaged and her
left thigh had been either grazed by an arrow or slashed with a knife during
the night’s fight. Fresh blood still flowed from the wound. Her honey–colored
hair swirled about her shoulders in the breeze. Her skin was golden in the
early morning light, and blood–splattered. Her skirt was darkly stained. She spat
at Ankhu’s feet.


“Kill me first!” she snarled defiantly. “That way you’ll
remember me. I’m going to haunt your dreams for eternity.”


Ankhu laughed when I translated what she’d said. “Ahmes,
tell her I admire her courage. Tell her she alone is going to live. Tell her I’m
going to take her back to my valley. Tell her she belongs to me now. She’s a spoil
of war. But everyone else in her band is going to die. Let that haunt her
dreams.”


I wondered how King Khufu was going to react to Ankhu
sparing the woman. He’d made it clear all the Shasu were to be executed.


A guard seized her and another tried to bind her
wrists behind her back with a length of leather. She fought them like a
wildcat, kicking, punching, scratching, trying to bite. One guard tripped and
sprawled in the dust; two more rushed forward to help his companion. In the
midst of the commotion a girl, perhaps ten years old, ran from the midst of the
captives and grabbed the leg of one of the soldiers and tried to pull him away
from the woman. She kicked at the other. “Sister!” she screamed frantically, over
and over.


A guard pushed her roughly to the ground. Another
raised his lance, prepared to drive it through her.


“Be brave, Sister!” the woman cried. “You’ll be with
our gods tonight.”


“Wait!” I cried impulsively.


The guard with the lance paused.


I addressed Ankhu. I’d come to fight men, not slay
innocent children – despite the king’s orders. “Majesty, the woman says the
young girl is a healer,” I lied. “Spare her. We have many wounded that need
tending – including me.”


Ankhu gazed at the girl for a moment. “What’s one more
captive?” he asked lightly. “She belongs to you now, Ahmes, just like the other
one’s mine.”


“Thank you, Majesty.” Though that hadn’t been my intention.
Me? With a slave?


The woman had stopped trying to twist free of the men
restraining her as Ankhu and I discussed her sister’s fate. Her chest was heaving,
her eyes flashing. She and the girl stared at me, uncertain.


“Your name?” I asked.


“Kauit,” she said haughtily.


“You fought against us yesterday.”


“My father wanted sons. He planted daughters in his
wives’ bellies.” She gazed at the chieftain scornfully. “He turned tail when you
killed Ragnakh. If I’d been leading my people we would’ve wiped you out.”


“That’s very true,” I admitted.


The soldiers bound her wrists behind her. Tightly.


Kauit glanced at my bandage. Blood was seeping through,
bright red. “Too bad Ragnakh didn’t kill you. I saw what happened. Though, I
don’t mind you killed him. I was promised to him. I hated him.”


“You belong to Ankhu now,” I informed her.


“I heard you the first time. What about my sister?”


“She belongs to me.”


“So, we’re both spoils of war.” Kauit spat. “I’m
surprised your leader isn’t parceling the rest of the women and girls out among
his men.”


“King Khufu ordered Ankhu to execute all of you. Ankhu
spared your sister because I lied and told him she’s a healer.”


“Why? So you can take her to your hut? Maghrab’s not
even a woman yet.” Kauit’s voice was dripping with scorn and disgust.


“Of course not,” I replied. “Your men killed my
friends. That’s why I fought them. I have no stomach for murdering women and
children. The king’s son owes me a debt for saving his life. I collected it to
save your sister’s.”


“Don’t expect my gratitude.”


“I don’t.” I turned to the girl. “Do you know how to
treat wounds?” I asked hopefully. Who knew how Ankhu would react if she couldn’t
and exposed my lie. Though I supposed I could claim Kauit had lied to me.


Maghrab nodded, cheeks wet with tears, terrified.


I addressed the soldiers, relieved. “Take these two
over to the spring and watch them.”


They seized both by their upper arms and ungently
dragged them away.


“Their names are Kauit and Maghrab, Majesty,” I told Ankhu.


Ankhu nodded. “Bring me Father’s mace,” he ordered one
of his men.


One after another, beginning at the end of the line, soldiers
forced each barbarian to his or her knees – man, woman or child – and Ankhu
seized the captive by the hair with his left hand and swung his mace against
the side of the head with his right. I’d never forget the screams and cries
from those awaiting their death, the melon–like thunk and explosion of blood and
brain matter as each skull caved in. The chieftain was the last to die. Afterwards,
soldiers moved down the line and cut the penis from each man and stuffed it into
a large earthenware jar, traditional trophies for Ankhu to present to King Khufu.


At one point I glanced at the captives. Maghrab’s face
was buried against Kauit’s chest. But Kauit was watching the executions, unblinking,
her face grim, eyes blazing with hatred.


As the guard handed the overflowing trophy jar to blood–drenched
Ankhu, I collapsed.


 


 


***


 


 


I was aware of someone bathing my brow with a cool
linen cloth. My eyes fluttered open. The darkness was relieved by a few
scattered campfires, all burned nearly to coals. I assumed it was the middle of
the night. I was stretched out beneath a small twisted tree next to the spring.
Stars shone between its branches.


“Thank the gods!” Maghrab exclaimed in a low voice, in
her tongue. She placed a hand on my head. “Your fever’s broken. At last.” She
gently lifted my head with one hand, pressed a jar of water to my lips.


I sipped.


She lay me back down.


“How long have I been out?”


“Three days. You collapsed after all my people were…
You lost so much blood.” She nudged a figure rolled up in a skin beside me with
her foot.


Senu grumbled, awakened. His eyes opened. “Ahmes!” He
sat up. “I made signs for the girl to wake me if you did. I hoped she’d
understand.”


“Her name’s Maghrab,” I said.


“We weren’t sure you’d come back to us,” Senu said. “We’ll
never find our way back to the sea without you.” He indicated Maghrab. “Ankhu
would have killed her if you’d died.”


“Wouldn’t have been her fault,” I said, irritated. “What
about the rest of the wounded?”


“We used the barbarian donkeys to bring the men we
left behind in the defile here to camp. The woman and girl have been taking
care of all of you. Pretty much everyone’s fit to travel except you.”


“How many dead?”


“Between the two fights? Over half our men. We buried
them. The barbarians are rotting where Ankhu smote them. We’ve recovered what
supplies we could from our dead donkeys and scavenged everything the barbarians
had in camp that didn’t burn up in our attack. We have supplies enough to get back
to the sea – I hope. And donkeys enough for the wounded who can’t walk, including
you, and all the copper.”


“How’s the king’s son?”


“Glorying in the victory and ignoring the disaster,”
Senu said. “He blames the massacre in the defile on Baka. He’s ordered me not to
make any record of it. He’s taking full credit for the victory here. He struts
about, predicting King Khufu will heap honors on him when he gets home with the
copper.” Senu lowered his voice. “I think if Ankhu didn’t need you to make sure
we get back across the desert he’d leave you here to die so you can’t contradict
his version of events.” Senu shook his head. “Anyway, he’s completely smitten
by the woman he took captive.”


“Kauit.”


“Ankhu addresses her as ‘Magnificent.’ She resists his
advances, which makes him want her all the more. At first both barbarians were
terrified and angry and practically dripping hate whenever one of us
approached. This one,” he indicated Maghrab, “seems to have accepted her fate.
But the other is surly and stubborn. Every time Ankhu brings her something to
eat she throws it at him. She only lets her handmaid here serve her.”


So neither the king’s son nor Senu had guessed Maghrab
was Kauit’s sister. That was probably a good thing.


“Ankhu keeps Kauit barricaded in the hut with the
copper at night. He sleeps outside the doorway. He’s afraid the men might try
to take her – she’s a real beauty, after all – or that she’ll run away. He’s
not risking it.”


 


 


***


 


 


We set out across the desert for home as soon as it
was light enough to see two days later. In the Eastern Desert I traveled by
night, but the trail there was so familiar I could practically navigate it
blindfolded. Here in the Sinai I had no choice but to lead us by day so we
wouldn’t get lost and wander in circles. I rode on a donkey at the head of the
column just behind the one carrying Ankhu. He wasn’t about to ride in my dust. A
few men with leg wounds were mounted as well. The unmanned donkeys trudged at
the rear, burdened with supplies and copper ingots and fodder. Kauit walked alongside
Ankhu, proud, eyes blazing, body tense with hatred; her wrists were bound in
front of her and the king’s son held the other end of the long rope. Maghrab
walked beside me, her hands free at my insistence. She wasn’t about to run off
while her sister was a captive. We paused for several hours at midday, seeking relief from the blazing sun in the lee of a rocky outcrop that cast a bit
of shade. Maghrab tended to me solicitously, changed the bandage on my
shoulder, offered me water. We made our first camp at sunset; she fell asleep the
moment she stretched out on the ground, completely exhausted. Senu told me
Maghrab had barely slept the whole time I’d been unconscious. Every moment she
hadn’t been tending to one of the other wounded she’d been with me.


The next morning, when we set out, I ordered one of the
men to place Maghrab behind me on my donkey. With my wound I didn’t have the
strength to lift her myself. She wrapped her arms around my waist and lay her
head against my back. Ankhu gazed at me for a moment, then wordlessly turned. I
ordered the column forward. Kauit continued to walk.


“Why didn’t you tell the king’s son I’m Kauit’s
sister?” Maghrab asked a few hours later as we slowly moved across the wastes,
the sun beating down mercilessly.


“Ankhu would have executed you,” I said. “He was
determined to make an example of your band.”


“Kauit says you’ll tell him eventually. She says one
of these nights you’ll try to force me to sleep with you and when I resist you’ll
tell him who I am and he’ll kill me. She doesn’t trust you.”


“She shouldn’t. Neither should you. You don’t know me,
Maghrab. I promise Kauit’s wrong about me. But only time will prove it.”


“You should have let the king’s son kill me,” Maghrab
said dejectedly. “Kauit could escape you people any time she wants. But she won’t
leave me behind. Because of me she’ll spend the rest of her life as a slave.”


“Well, I’m not sorry I saved you, Maghrab,” I replied.
“I’ll always be grateful to you for taking care of me. I’d set you free if I
could. But I don’t have the authority. I’ll do what I can to make your life as
easy as possible when we reach my valley. But I’m afraid you’re fated to live it
there.”


“Then you’d better teach me your language,” she said
practically.


For one so young, Maghrab was wise. So I began to
teach her, then, and during the two weeks that followed. Every day of the
journey across the Sinai was like the rest, an endless trudging along a faint
path through a desolate landscape, with too few waterholes, skimpy rations,
constant dust, a harsh burning sun, stomachs rumbling with hunger, mouths dry
with thirst, sweat pouring into eyes. We set out each dawn, rested for several
hours in the heat of midday, continued until it was too dark to see the trail.
Both Maghrab and Kauit circulated among the wounded at every rest stop. My
wound was the most serious; my left shoulder was exceedingly stiff and my arm
without strength, hanging useless. It throbbed constantly, kept me awake for
hours every night. Teaching Maghrab took my mind off the pain somewhat during
the day, and for that I was grateful.


Ankhu ordered guards to tie both women hand and foot every
night and to separate them from each other so they couldn’t conspire. Chill
descended on the desert after the sun set, so Maghrab slept wrapped in a linen
blanket between Senu and me.


“Some of these men would try to take advantage of you
otherwise,” I told her.


Maghrab turned out to be extremely bright. She picked
up my language rather quickly. I noted that at times as I was teaching her Kauit
seemed to fall a few paces behind Ankhu’s donkey and closer to mine. I spoke
louder then; Kauit was clearly trying to learn my language too, though she gave
no sign she was and played dumb whenever Ankhu spoke to her.


I’d calculated before leaving the Shasu camp that,
based on my experience, we had barely enough food to make it to the sea, so I took
control of our supplies and personally doled out everyone’s daily share,
assisted by Maghrab. Many times I skimped on my rations to make sure both women
got a little more.


I watched with amusement Ankhu’s interactions with
Kauit. Smitten hardly described his obvious attraction to her. He didn’t seem
to know what to do around her. At times he was solicitous and accommodating –
he even asked me to teach him a few phrases in the barbarian tongue in an
attempt to woo her. At other times, frustrated by her intransigence, he treated
her like the slave she was, telling me to order her to wait on him. That never
turned out well – many a plate of precious food was wasted when she threw it at
him.


 


 


***


 


 


We arrived at the Wadi Maghara mines a little before
sunset two weeks after departing the Shasu camp. The last hours had been
tortuous as we wound through a series of twisting narrow dusty wadis, baked by
heat radiating off their walls, no breeze at all to cool us, our water gone, half–starving.
If I hadn’t been intimately familiar with the Terraces of Turquoise we never
would have reached the mines.


We turned into the wide wadi between two high rocky
ridges where the mines were located, instantly cooler in its shaded depths. Its
floor and the slopes of the ridges were laced with ancient trackways leading to
hundreds of mine shafts. The wadi was aptly called “the valley of caves.” I
spotted dozens of miners exiting mines and descending narrow paths towards the
wadi floor. Columns of smoke were rising from cookfires. We were just in time
for the first filling meal any of us would have in weeks.


“We’re a little over ten miles from the sea,” I told
Ankhu. “We’ll rest here a few days, then load what ingots the miners have
produced so far and head for home.”


“I’ll need to make suitable offerings to the gods in
thanksgiving for the success of my expedition while we’re here,” Ankhu said.


I pointed to a flat cliff face near the crest of the
ridge, etched with royal cartouches and courtly scenes and smiting kings. “You’ll
want to record your triumph there, as every king has since these mines were
first opened.”


“I’ll begin working on a sketch tonight for you to
approve, Majesty,” Senu piped up.


We moved deeper into the wadi. We were spotted and a
great cry went up.


“Those are slag heaps,” I told Ankhu as we neared the
camp. The detritus spilled down the slopes in every direction, lighter than the
underlying rock. “It’s what’s left after ore is heated. There are hundreds of
small furnaces in the wadi, all high up to catch the desert wind. The wind makes
fuel burn hot enough to separate the ore into slag and copper.” I pointed to
vast piles of timber. “We hauled all that wood from the river valley, since
there’s none in the Sinai or Eastern Desert. We’re lucky the Shasu didn’t burn
it when they stole the copper – it takes wood four times the weight of the ore
to smelt it.”


“I had no idea,” Ankhu admitted.


“You can see why making copper gobbles up so much of
the king’s resources,” I said. “Woodsmen to cut wood, potters to make jars to
hold water, shipwrights to make and maintain boats, farmers to grow the
foodstuffs required to feed hundreds of miners and support personnel, herds of
donkeys, herdsmen, tool–makers, seamstresses – the list goes on. And everything
has to be hauled here and to the harbor at Wadi Jarf from the valley.”


“Nebit is in charge of a vast enterprise, to be sure,”
Ankhu said.


“Inherited from his father, Kay,” I informed him. “Nebit’s
never visited these mines. Frankly, he doesn’t have a clue.”


My sole attempt to disparage Nebit during the journey
fell on deaf ears. Ankhu didn’t react.


We reached huts along the bottom of the wadi that
housed miners. Luckily, the Shasu hadn’t bothered to destroy them during their
raid. The storehouses were crammed with supplies we’d carried overland from the
river on our journey to the Sinai. One was entirely filled with water jars from
Wadi Jarf. My sailors – Nebit’s sailors – had ferried them over during our
quest to find the Shasu. Picks and pounders and mauls and grinding stones lay beside
the huts, where miners had dropped them after their shifts.


Before long I was sitting, exhausted, along with Ankhu
and Senu and Kauit and Maghrab around the campfire of the mine’s overseer,
Djehuti. I’d selected him to replace his murdered predecessor; we’d worked
together for years and I knew he was competent. I hadn’t asked Nebit to approve
Djehuti before I left Giza; I doubted Nebit even knew there was an overseer of
the mining works. Djehuti laid out for us an extensive repast. For the first
time in a month I drained an entire jar of beer and ate my fill. I wasn’t the
only one. I noted that Kauit didn’t slap away the jar Ankhu offered her, nor
any of the platters of fruit or meat, or honey for her bread. Assuaging her
hunger had won out over her disdain for anything associated with Ankhu for once.
I assumed he took it as a sign she was beginning to tolerate him. As soon as
she began to eat and drink regularly I was certain she’d disabuse him of that.


“What happened after we sailed from Wadi Jarf, Djehuti?”
I asked between bites.


“I loaded the miners and their supplies and full water
jars and donkeys onto boats and conveyed them to the Sinai, as you’d ordered.”


“Nebit didn’t interfere?”


“He took no interest. Once we’d crossed the sea, I
left enough men at Markha to reestablish the fortification on the beach. The
rest of us came here and reopened the mines. We were lucky the barbarians hadn’t
set our wood on fire when they stole the copper – we wouldn’t have been able to
smelt ore until you’d brought us more from the valley. I spent a few days
training the miners and smelters, then turned them loose. The storehouse is a
quarter–full of ingots. The men aren’t particularly productive yet, but they
will be in time.”


“Better than I expected at this point,” I said.


“Frankly, the miners have spent a lot of time looking
over their shoulders, wondering if a band of Shasu are going to appear and kill
them.” Djehuti addressed Ankhu. “The success of your expedition, Majesty, has
erased that fear.”


“I’m going to leave some of my men behind to guard you
and the fortification. You won’t be attacked again,” Ankhu said.


“Thank you, Majesty,” Djehuti said sincerely.


“Where are the rest of the donkeys?” I asked, eying
the pens and doing a quick estimate.


“At Markha. Another boatload of water jars is due
tomorrow. My drovers will bring them here.”


“I’ll leave behind most of the donkeys we recovered
from the Shasu,” I told Djehuti. “We’ll need a handful to carry the wounded
back to the river once we cross to the harbor.”


“Excellent!”


Senu finished eating and laid a sheet of papyrus
across his lap and began sketching a scene to commemorate Ankhu’s victory.


“Summon a scribe,” I told Djehuti. I turned to Ankhu. “You
can dictate a message for one of the miners to carve on a stela to place with
those of earlier expeditions. This wadi is littered with them.”


The scribe arrived a few minutes later and settled
next to Ankhu with his kit and a sheet of papyrus.


Ankhu began dictating. “I, Ankhu, son of his body,
avenged the wrong done to my father, Khnum–Khufu, King of the Black Land and
Red, Ruler of the Delta and Upper Valley, Master of Sedge and Bee, by the
devious vicious Shasu, who massacred my father’s miners and stole copper that
was rightfully his. All protection and life are with him. I attacked the
barbarian Shasu in their camp. Those I did not slay in battle I smote
afterwards in my father’s name – men, women and children – so all who dwell in
the Sinai might know my father’s might. Fear and tremble at the mention of
Khufu’s name, you Shasu!”


Both Kauit and Maghrab remained impassive during the
diatribe, though Maghrab at least had gained enough fluency to get the gist of
what Ankhu was saying. I couldn’t help admire them for playing the role of
ignorant barbarian so well. Both were anything but. I wondered how long it
would be before someone other than me realized their cunning and intelligence.
I probably should have told Ankhu about their deception, but, frankly, I liked
both of them more than I liked him.


 By the time Ankhu was done dictating the message for
the stela Senu had finished his sketch, an image of Khufu grasping a Shasu
warrior by the hair and smiting him with a mace. Ankhu enthusiastically
approved it.


“I know just the rock face to carve it on,” I told
Senu. “I’ll take you there in the morning. You can draw the outline and one of
the miners can etch it after we’re gone.”


We arose at dawn. Before we sat down to break our fast
Ankhu made formal offerings to Hathor, Lady of Turquoise, and Sopdu, god of the
  Eastern Desert, in thanksgiving for our successful expedition. The priest
Meryptah had sent with us, an aged man, had been the only casualty of our crossing
of the Eastern Desert. But Ankhu was a minor priest, among his other duties,
and so served in his stead.


Afterwards, Senu and I climbed a narrow path that switchbacked
nearly to the crest of the western ridge overlooking the wadi. Maghrab and
Kauit insisted on coming along. We halted before a sheer rock face, some ten
feet high, visible from everywhere in the wadi. We were cooled by a swirling breeze.
The sky was blue and cloudless; squinting against the glare of the morning sun we
could see the wadis and flats we’d spent the past weeks traversing off to the east,
wrapped in a golden haze. The mountains where we’d met the Shasu in battle were
a low smudge on the horizon. Below us dozens of miners were streaming up the ridges
both east and west of the wadi. Smoke was rising from smelters. Men were
lugging wood up hillsides to keep fires going. Distant sounds of pounding
drifted to us.


Senu laid his sheet of papyrus on the ground below the
rock face. He put hand–sized stones on each corner to hold it down. He’d lugged
an improvised wooden ladder up the slope; he scaled it, then, using a sharp
pointed stone, began to lightly but surely sketch the image on the rock face.


“What are those men doing?” Maghrab asked, pointing
towards the mines, curious as always.


“Veins of copper ore lace the ridges around here,” I
said. “Whenever it rains, which is hardly ever, copper leaches onto the
surrounding rock, leaving behind a red residue. That’s how we locate it. Miners
dig into the ridges and extract ore. They carry it in reed baskets to furnaces
to be smelted.”


“What’s smelting?” Maghrab asked.


“Using extreme heat to melt the ore so it separates into
slag and copper globules. The furnaces are made of rows of fireboxes, freestone
structures three or four feet long and two feet high, sited so the desert wind
can make the wood fuel burn fiercely. Once the miners have smelted the ore they
toss the slag aside – that’s the lighter–colored waste material on the slopes. Porters
carry the globules to the floor of the wadi to be refined further. Miners crush
the globules and melt them, using blowpipes to make their small fires extremely
hot. They pour the liquid copper into molds, creating remarkably pure ingots.”


“I thought your people called these the Terraces of
Turquoise,” Maghrab said.


“We mine that mineral too, though it isn’t crushed and
smelted like copper,” I replied. “It’s hauled to the king’s workshops in the
valley to be made into jewelry for the king’s household and his courtiers.”


“How do you know so much about copper?” Maghrab asked.


“For many years I worked for a man named Kay. When
Khufu became king, Kay took responsibility for producing copper. I was thirteen
then. I began mining in this very wadi. It’s brutal work, Maghrab – hot, dusty,
dangerous, thankless. Every miner drinks water by the jar, all day long – see
those young boys carrying jars up the slope? But it’s never enough. By the end
of the day your arms are so sore you can hardly raise your hammer to strike
your chisel.”


“No wonder your arms and chest are so muscular, and
you’re so strong,” Kauit said. “You wouldn’t have survived your wound
otherwise.”


“I was lucky,” I said. “One in ten miners dies each
year.”


“But you survived. How?” Kauit asked.


“I had a talent for finding veins of copper. So Kay pulled
me from the mines and devoted me to that. That’s when I became familiar with
the trails and waterholes in the Sinai, and learned your language.”


“You weren’t here when my people attacked the miners?”
Kauit asked.


“No. For many years I’ve been responsible for
transporting supplies and copper between these mines and the river. I spend
most of my time driving donkeys across deserts.”


“Why do your people want this copper?” Maghrab asked.


“We make tools out of it, so that stonemasons can
quarry great blocks of stone for the king’s pyramid.”


“What’s a pyramid?”


I sketched a quick drawing in the dust. “Pyramids are
in effect small mountains. Kings are buried inside. Their spirits use the
pyramid to ascend to the sun and stars after they die. Practically everyone in
the valley helps build it in one way or another.”


“All kings build pyramids?” Kauit asked.


I shook my head. “Only beginning with King Netjeryket,
about a hundred years ago or so. Before that, kings’ tombs were underground, topped
with mastabas – large rectangular structures made of mud–brick. They take far fewer
resources to build than pyramids. Mastabas go back to the time of Horus Narmer,
the first man to rule the unified valley. His successors are buried alongside
him, at a place called Abdju. But even before Narmer’s time, rulers were buried
in large underground structures crammed with grave goods. How much earlier no
one can say.”


“Your people are preoccupied with death,” Maghrab
observed.


“With life,” I corrected. “For us, the tomb isn’t the
end of life. It’s the place of rebirth. We believe two worlds, seen and unseen,
exist side by side. From ancient times we’ve believed that not all of a person
dies when life leaves their bodies. Their unseen spirit, or ka, is separated
from their body at the time of death but it doesn’t leave our living world. In
fact, we believe kings share the same ka that’s been passed from one to the
other since the very first king. In a sense, the valley’s been ruled by the
same king forever. We the living ensure the survival of our ancestors’ kas by
making offerings and feasting at their graves. That’s why kings build elaborate
graves, and pyramids, and temples, and spend so many resources maintaining them,
so that their descendants can make offerings to them forever. To us, the line
between divine and earthly power, between gods and mortals, the seen and
unseen, the living and the dead, are simply changes of state. All life, from
the rising of the river during the inundation to the movements of the sun and
stars, from a king on his throne to a growing seed, shares a common unseen
energy. That’s why we’ve lavished care on our dead from beyond memory. Though
their spirits and bodies are divided when they die, they still remain, seen and
unseen, in our living valley.”


“My people don’t claim to be immortal,” Kauit said.


“Our kings are living gods,” I said. “They’re totally
different from the rest of us. In fact, physical contact with the king is out
of the question. Only certain priests may touch King Khufu.”


“Not even his wife?” Kauit asked.


I laughed. “King Khufu has two wives, who’ve given him
a dozen sons and daughters. And many concubines, whose children don’t count. Beautiful
women are clearly exempt.”


“Why does everyone labor on the king’s pyramid?”
Maghrab asked. “Don’t they have lives of their own to attend to?”


“We consider the entire river valley to be King Khufu’s
royal residence,” I replied. “He owns it all – from the delta in the far North
where the river, Iteru, empties into Wadjet Wer – the Great Green – to the
cataract in the far South at Abu, on the border of Ta–Seti, to these mines in
the East. Everyone who lives in the king’s residence works for him. The vast
majority are farmers. They’re the valley’s backbone. Their grain and foodstuffs
support everyone else – the king’s household, his court, the bureaucracy,
craftsmen, quarrymen, the sailors who operate the king’s fleet, these miners.
Some farmers grow crops on estates set aside by past kings to support their
funerary cults or the temples of the various gods. You’ll soon learn we have
gods beyond counting – some recognized everywhere in the valley, others
locally.”


“Like the ones Ankhu offered to this morning?” Kauit
asked.


“Hathor and Sopdet,” I replied. “Hathor is recognized
everywhere – she was once called Bat in ancient times. Then there’s Nekhbet,
from the settlement at Nekheb, the vulture goddess who protects the upper
valley. And Wadjet, the cobra goddess who watches over the delta. There’s
Neith, who’s involved in hunting and war, and Hapi, the god of the river who
renews the land each year. And Khentymentiu, god of the dead. Bes, who protects
women in childbirth. There’s Re, the sun at midday. His temple’s at Iunu. The
priests there claim Atum created everything that now exists. His first
creations were Shu, the god of the air, and Tefnut, the goddess of moisture.
They were the parents of the earth god, Geb, and sky goddess, Nut. Geb and Nut
had four children – the brothers Osiris and Seth and the sisters Isis and
Nebthet. But perhaps the first and oldest god was Horus, the falcon. Horus is
the protector of the king. In fact, we believe the king is Horus’ mortal
representative. When the king dies his successor becomes Horus. So the king
holds an office that’s divine and eternal and guaranteed by the gods.”


“How do you keep them all straight?” Kauit asked,
shaking her head.


“Most people don’t even try,” I admitted. “They know
their local gods and a few valley–wide gods and that’s it. Priests know them
more intimately – every god has a temple or two, with priests to serve him in
the king’s stead every day – the king is a priest of every god, but he
obviously can’t be everywhere at once. Most priests, except for each god’s high
priest, serve for only a few months each year, then return to their homes. The
king has given estates to each temple to provide for the needs of its priests
and support staff – after offerings are made to the god each morning, the
foodstuffs and drink are distributed to them.”


“What about women?” Maghrab asked. “Or are your gods
only for men?”


“There are priestesses – some are daughters of the
king, others wives and daughters of high–ranking men. They bathe and dress the
statue of the god each morning in its temple, then purify it with incense. The
vast majority of priestesses serve the cult of Hathor. She’s the goddess of music
and dance. So they often make music during festivals and ceremonies honoring
her.”


“Your gods are complicated,” Kauit said.


“Some priests don’t even serve gods,” I said. “They
serve the funerary cults of high–ranking men or kings. Those priests also live
off of estates that have been set aside for them.”


“Your land is going to take a great deal of getting
used to,” Kauit grumbled.


The next morning we loaded all the ingots that had
been produced so far by the miners and those recovered from the Shasu onto
donkeys and set out for Markha and the coast. We arrived an hour before sunset
and descended via the wadi from the plateau to the narrow flat along the sea.
The plain rose to north and east, lined with cliffs. A few slag heaps dribbled
from the heights, but the handful of furnaces were silent; to date the
fortification had been reoccupied but no other work resumed. I ordered the men
to unload the ingots from the donkeys and carry them directly to the largest boat
among those tied up at the quay, Khufu Brings Its Two Uraei, to save
time tomorrow morning.


While that was being done we washed our clothing and
bathed the grime from our bodies in the sea, then feasted on the ample
foodstuffs stored in the fortress. The next morning we boarded the boats that
had originally carried our expedition here. Maghrab was practically my shadow
on deck; she’d never been on a boat, much less sailed across a sea, and she was
terrified. But by the time we finished crossing to the king’s harbor at Wadi
Jarf and landed she was enjoying herself. More than a dozen large boats rode
there at anchor, as well as a host of smaller. 


“I never imagined such a place,” Maghrab said,
standing beside me in the bow as we drifted into the harbor. “It’s so big. Do
all these boats really belong to your king?”


“Yes. But this is just a small outpost. This harbor
only hints at King Khufu’s might. Wait until you see all the boats on the
river, and the harbor at Giza with its workers’ villages, and his temples and pyramid.”


We set out across the Eastern Desert the evening of
the next day to avoid the heat and blazing sun, accompanied once more by Nebit.
He’d greeted Ankhu obsequiously upon our arrival, loudly proclaiming he’d kept
Wadi Jarf in order while we’d been chasing the barbarians as if he’d faced some
kind of danger. He looked rested and well–fed. The injured were mounted on the donkeys
that had originally carried us to Wadi Jarf from Hardai. Nebit rode in his
sedan chair again. For the first time on the expedition I was able to relax; I allowed
one of my experienced men to lead us to the river on the well–trod trail, and
set up camp during the heat of day, and portion out the food and drink, and
oversee the unloading and loading and watering of the beasts. Ankhu, in a rare accommodating
mood, finally gave Kauit a donkey to ride, for which she displayed no gratitude,
which frustrated him immensely. Maghrab continued to share mine and her lessons
continued apace.


We reached the river at Hardai a dozen days later. Those
of our boats I hadn’t sent back upon our arrival bobbed at anchor, under Merer’s
overall command, pennants atop poles on their decks snapping in the breeze. The
well–ordered camp in the shade of palm trees bustled with the serving girls and
men Ankhu had left behind; I’d sent one of my men ahead hours earlier to warn
of our imminent arrival and a feast awaited.


“Bathe them in the river and dress them in proper
clothing,” Ankhu ordered a serving girl, pointing at Kauit and Maghrab before
himself disappearing inside the pavilion of Merer’s boat.


Their skirts were in tatters from the desert crossing,
Kauit’s still darkly stained with blood from her battle wounds, Maghrab’s from
caring for the wounded. When I joined them at Ankhu’s fire several hours later
– before bathing and changing into fresh clothing I’d directed the loading of the
copper ingots onto one of the boats, met with Nebit’s Hardai overseer to ensure
the camp would be dismantled and stowed on the vessels at first light – another
man I’d appointed – and talked with the captain of each boat to make sure he’d
be ready to sail immediately after – they looked like entirely different women.


“I’ve never worn anything so fine,” Maghrab whispered
to me, swishing her skirt about her legs.


I couldn’t help smile. She’d been given a serving girl’s
skirt, one a woman at the king’s court wouldn’t be caught dead in. I noted a
necklace of turquoise beads around Kauit’s neck, and similar bracelets on her
wrists. Ankhu wasn’t giving up on her yielding to him. I was a bit surprised
she’d accepted his gifts.


Late that night I sat alone in the bow of Merer’s boat,
replaying in my mind everything that had happened on the journey, wondering
what was in store for me upon when we reached Giza. The expedition would likely
be ruled a success, as long as the deaths of half the men were overlooked – Shasu
slain, copper recovered. Would Khufukhaf truly work behind the scenes to remove
Nebit and replace him with me, as he’d promised? Were Ptah’s adherents powerful
enough to do that? Or would Re’s resist? Would Ankhu step in to advocate for Nebit?
For some reason they’d become great friends on the journey, likely due to Nebit’s
ceaseless flattery. Ankhu was a man easily swayed. The wind blew softly,
carrying the scent of water and mud. The river lapped gently against the
vessel, slightly rocking it. Palm fronds clacked overhead along the riverbank,
and reeds rustled. An occasional night bird called. Moonlight shimmered on the
channel. So different from the desert. So welcome.


I turned at the sound of soft pattering footsteps
behind me. Maghrab and Kauit were approaching. They sat beside me on the deck,
cross–legged.


“The whole valley’s truly like this? Bursting with
life? Green? Wet?” Maghrab asked, gazing at the river and its darkened banks.


“Six hundred miles from the cataract to the sea, narrow,
confined by deserts, with the river at its heart,” I replied. “The plains on
either side are usually less than a mile wide. During the inundation the entire
valley’s covered with water, from desert plateau to desert plateau. The sea is
several weeks’ travel north of us. How far the river stretches south of the
cataract no man can say. I myself once traveled hundreds of miles beyond it,
and there was no end in sight.”


“When?” Maghrab asked.


“I told you I worked for a man named Kay.”


“I remember.”


“He was Nebit’s father.”


“I don’t like him at all,” Kauit said, shaking her
head. “A man as pompous as him wouldn’t last a day in my band.”


I laughed. “I was born on Kay’s estate in the delta, a
lush green section as different from the desert and even this part of the
valley as can be. When I was seven Kay set out on an expedition to Buhen in Ta–Seti
– that’s what we call the land south of the cataract – to retrieve a stockpile
of gold for the king. There were four boats in his fleet. I snuck on board one
of them. By the time I was discovered we were too far upriver for Kay to send
me back. Plus, the fact I could speak the language of Ta–Seti made me useful to
him. I’d learned that language from my playmates on Kay’s estate. Our current
king’s father, Sneferu, had taken their parents captive when he raided Ta–Seti
years earlier. Anyway, Kay set me to work around his camp, fetching wood and
water and such. We traveled probably four hundred miles south of the cataract
to a small mining settlement that King Sneferu’s father, King Huni, had
established. At the cataract we had to disassemble our boats and carry them for
several miles until we were past the boulders. The river’s choked with them
there, and it runs fast and furious and sends spray high into the air. No boat
could survive the passage. On the far side we reassembled our vessels. Getting
past the cataract was hard, miserable work. Eventually, we retrieved the gold
and some copper and conveyed it to Dahshur – that’s where King Sneferu was
building two of his pyramids.


“The following year I went on an overland expedition led
by two of Kay’s overseers, Imery and Beby, to gather mefat, a rare type of
ochre the king’s craftsmen needed to make paint pigment. It was my first
experience with donkeys. Four hundred of Kay’s men crossed the western desert
to a vast oasis, and from there traveled hundreds of miles south on ancient
trails marked by cairns of rocks and heaps of discarded water pots. A scribe we
brought with us recorded our expedition’s passage on a stone outcrop that rose
like a sentinel from the plain.”


“How old were you then?” Maghrab asked.


“Nine. The next year I went with another caravan to a
land called Yam, beyond a great sand sea and the Gilf Kebir, to obtain rare
frankincense and myrrh for use in funerary cults and temple worship. We
traveled hundreds of miles south from another oasis on a trail called ‘the
Father of Water Pots,’ since so many were discarded along it. I saw images
etched on occasional outcrops.”


“Like Senu’s?” Maghrab asked.


I nodded. “Supposedly the desert was once savannah,
and cattle herders had used the trail to move their beasts from pasture to
pasture. Anyway, during the time of King Netjeryket and his successors,
caravanners established twenty staging posts on the trail, each two or three
days apart in the shade of rare outcrops, each with water jars large enough to
hold seventy gallons. Some even had ovens to bake bread. That trip took seven
months.


“A year later I made my first sea voyage on the Wadjet
Wer, to the port of Kepen in Retenu. We returned with a load of massive logs to
construct boats. Tall straight cedar trees cover the slopes of low mountains
near Kepen. The valley’s trees are stunted and crooked for the most part. After
that I joined Kay’s mining crew in the Sinai.”


“What of us become in Giza?” Kauit asked, trying to speak
in my tongue. She practiced with me whenever we were away from prying eyes,
though her command of the language was considerably less than Maghrab’s.


“Your new life is going to be very different than it
has been,” I said. “No more endless roaming from water hole to water hole,
grazing your herds and hunting and foraging. Or preying on miners. No more
fighting at all. You’ll be settled, your life very regimented. It’s likely you’ll
both be assigned as slaves to some member of the king’s family in the per’aa at
  Giza – the per’aa is the king’s residence.”


“But I belong to you,” Maghrab protested vehemently. “Ankhu
said so.”


I didn’t blame her for fearing the unknown. She’d
gotten used to me and I’d treated her well. Plus, I spoke her language. I
feared for her too, and Kauit. I had a pretty good idea what a high–ranking man
might do to them with no one to rein him in. “The king isn’t going to let me
keep you, Maghrab.”


“That’s not fair!” she exclaimed.


“King Khufu’s lowest ranking official is far more
important than me. The king will probably give you to one of his sons or an
important courtier as a slave and parade you about Giza whenever he wants to
remind everyone of his might.”


“I’m a trophy.”


“At least you’ll work in a household, Maghrab, not
spend your life planting and harvesting fields. Kauit, because you’re so
beautiful, and because you’re the daughter of a chieftain, I suspect King Khufu
will make you one of his concubines. Along with all that implies, you’ll spend
your life performing some menial task in his household, along with the rest of
his women.”


“Why your king about me care?” Kauit queried. “Why not
slave too?”


“You’re not going to blend in with the other women in
the per’aa, Kauit. You have a presence. You’re a chieftain’s daughter and a
warrior. You won’t fade into the background like the rest of them do. You
either, Maghrab. You’re both very… exotic.”


“Is bad thing? Exotic?” Kauit asked.


“It is to many people. In this land we prize order and
conformity above all else. But many men will be drawn to you both because you’re
very different than the women they’re used to, and vulnerable, and therefore extremely
exciting.”


“Which is why you protect me at night,” Maghrab
asserted.


“Yes.”


“But Ankhu gave me to you!” Maghrab protested again, this
time taking hold of my good arm with both hands.


I saw true fear in her eyes. “Ankhu doesn’t have the
authority to parcel out prisoners, Maghrab. Only the king does. It’ll be up to
him, your fate, when we reach Giza.” I debated with myself. I didn’t want to
frighten them even more than they already were, but they deserved the truth. “You
should prepare yourselves for the worst. King Khufu ordered Ankhu to execute every
single one of your people when he embarked on his expedition. Just because
Ankhu spared you doesn’t mean the king will.”


“But you’ll talk the king out of it, if he orders us
killed. Won’t you?” Maghrab asked, trembling.


“I’ll do everything in my power. I promise. But the
king doesn’t know me,” I said.


“He should. You defeat us, not Ankhu,” Kauit argued.


“I’ve heard the men talking,” Maghrab confirmed. “They
all know who really saved them.”


“But the king never will,” I said. “Ankhu will take
all the credit. That’s how things work when you’re a commoner thrust into the
midst of royals. Especially because I’m so unimportant. I spend my days
transporting foodstuffs and supplies and copper ingots back and forth between
the river and the copper mines over the trail we just crossed. I’m constantly
on the move. A man like me doesn’t own slaves anyway, Maghrab. I wouldn’t if I
could. I saved you because I didn’t want you to die, not because I wanted you
for myself. Assuming King Khufu shows you mercy, I’ll try to convince Ankhu to
ask the king to keep you together with Kauit. That’s the most I can hope to do
– keep you from being separated.” I took hold of her hand. “If you were older,
a woman already, I’d take you as my wife before we reached Giza – just for
show, of course. You might avoid slavery that way. Or not.”


She was now more frightened than ever.


“Since Ankhu determine future, how powerful he is?”
Kauit asked.


“Not very, I’m afraid, though that may change with
this success. Ankhu’s one of the king’s youngest sons, well out of the line of
succession. King Khufu has two wives. Meryetyotes is his chief wife – her title
is ‘Great of Scepter’ – and Henutsen his minor. She’s Ankhu’s mother. He has
eight brothers or half–brothers and four sisters or half–sisters – I don’t
honestly know which sibling goes with which mother. I know practically nothing
about the king’s household. Before this expedition Ankhu was responsible for trivial
tasks. He’s very popular among the court’s women – he’s made his brothers
jealous. He’s very impulsive and, according to what I’ve been told, not
particularly hard working.”


“Stubborn and stupid and full of himself, too,”
Maghrab interjected.


I wasn’t about to argue with her. “Ankhu’s ambition is
to be chief of a region, to govern a section of the valley in his father’s
name.” I suspected he’d be horrible at it, if left to his own devices. “He’ll have
to surround himself with intelligent people and actually take their advice.”


“Like you,” Kauit asserted.


I shrugged. She was right. Ankhu’s bones would be
whitening in the desert right now if I hadn’t stepped in and taken command
after the disaster in the defile. As would the bones of everyone else who’d
returned alive from the expedition. “He’ll find some courtiers at Giza to
assist him, someone like Nebit. I’ll return to my old job in the Eastern Desert.
No more dealings with royals for me.”


“Tell about land be home,” Kauit insisted.


“As I said before, it’s long and narrow. Most is uncultivated,
covered with reeds and papyrus and scrub and small groves of trees. There are a
few large settlements, quite a few hamlets and villages – about two thousand,
all told, excluding the delta. Farms usually cluster along the river near them.
There are many estates scattered throughout the valley, owned directly by the
king or controlled by his courtiers. Their produce supports everyone living on
the estate and the king’s household. Some support temples and cults. The most
fertile land is in the delta, though it could easily host ten times the number
of people it currently does. The delta estates provide the primary support for
the king’s workforce at Giza. That’s the largest settlement in the valley –
perhaps in the entire world. Its harbor is the busiest anywhere. During the
inundation as many as forty thousand people work there. They come from regions
the length of the valley.”


“What is ‘region?’” Kauit asked.


“A group of connected natural basins. They’re lakes
during the inundation and farm fields after the water drains off. A chief oversees
each region on the king’s behalf. There are twenty–two in the upper valley and
sixteen in the delta. They’re ancient – each has – or had – its own god, and a
standard that’s its symbol. Leaders in the delta are called ‘chief of the
estate’ because those are the largest entities. Anyway, the chief makes sure
the king’s portion of crops is delivered to the royal household, and resolves
disputes among the people who live there, and oversees the scribes and other
support staff who keep track of everything, and watches over priests and
temples, and sends men to Giza during the inundation to work on the pyramid,
and maintains irrigation ditches and dikes, and reassigns the boundaries of
farms after the waters recede, and delivers the king’s messages to the leading
men, and conscripts miners and soldiers for special expeditions.”


“Like this one?” Maghrab asked.


“Ours is minor compared to those King Sneferu, Khufu’s
father, sent south of the cataract. He claims to have captured more than seven
thousand men and women and hundreds of thousands of cattle and sheep and goats.”


“Were there really that many people and animals in
that land?” Maghrab asked, skeptical.


I shrugged. “Sometimes kings exaggerate to make their
accomplishments seem more important.”


“Or lie, like Ankhu, who plans to tell no one about
his defeat in the defile?” Maghrab asked.


“Yes.”


“You say we given might to courtier. What that?” Kauit
asked.


“The king’s highest ranking officials. Men like Nebit.”


Kauit spat disgustedly over the side of the boat.


“Most live near the king at Giza. There are overseers
of vineyards, royal works, divine offices, expeditions, scribes, brewers,
carriers, weavers, fishermen, bird hunters, granaries, the treasury, guards, laundry,
the tallow house, the dining room, the rations house, bakers, the women’s
court, and fabric. There are bearers of royal seals, guards of the treasury
seal, the inspector of archers, the keeper of secrets, the keeper of spotted
cattle. Among others. Then there are the king’s closest advisors – the Greatest
of Tens. Many overseers are also priests of various gods.”


“If courtiers do all those things, what does the king
do?” Maghrab asked.


“His job is to maintain the universal harmony, or
maat, that came into being at the moment of creation,” I replied.


“What does that mean?”


“We expect King Khufu to maintain the world’s order. He’s
ruler, administrator, high priest, supreme judge, commander–in–chief of fighting
men, master of the world. He’s the physical incarnation on earth of the god
Horus, vanquisher of the forces of evil. Back in Narmer’s day – he was the
first king of the united valley – the king traveled constantly, making
offerings to the gods, accepting the fealty of men beholden to him, collecting
grain and other items that supported his court. Today King Khufu’s
administrators collect his share of everything. The king travels occasionally, but
he spends most of his time keeping an eye on the construction of his pyramid.
When you meet him he’ll be wearing one of three crowns. Hedjet – the White
Crown – represents his control over the delta. Deshret – the Red Crown – represents
his control over the upper part of the valley. He often wears those crowns
combined to signify his sovereignty over the entire land. That double crown is
called Sekhmet, and it’s decorated with golden images of the vulture goddess
Nekhbet and the coiled uraeus serpent Wadjet. There’s much panoply and ceremony
attached to the court – the king celebrates numerous holidays, and makes
offerings to the gods, and receives the reports of his chiefs, and holds many
banquets. Many servants directly support the court – keeping it organized,
watching over the royal family’s regalia, accounting for the goods acquired to
support royals and courtiers and distributing them, making sure crowns and
clothing and ceremonial knives and symbols of authority are in good order,
keeping records of everything the king orders and his subjects report, managing
the fleet and the king’s various per’aas, and so much more. Those tasks,
Maghrab, are ones your master may be involved in, if you’re given to a courtier
as slave.”


 


 


***


 


 


The next morning I noted a dramatic change in Kauit’s interactions
with Ankhu. She attended him pleasantly when he emerged from his sleeping
quarters and strode into the shaded area before his pavilion and seated himself
in his leather–bottomed chair, next to one already occupied by Nebit. Ankhu was
not only surprised, but exceedingly pleased. I spent the entire day with them,
translating, for Kauit wasn’t about to reveal how much of Ankhu’s native tongue
she already understood. Ankhu boasted to Nebit at one point that he’d finally
broken through Kauit’s reserve and so, naturally, like every other woman she’d fallen
for him. I believed, to the contrary, that because of my discussion with Kauit
the previous night she now had a full understanding of her potential fate and
that she was using Ankhu’s vanity to shape it into one more tolerable for her
and Maghrab. When Maghrab approached the pavilion so I could conduct my daily
language instruction, Ankhu insisted that Kauit become a student too. She
cheerfully acquiesced. And so it continued the four days we drifted north
towards Giza, me telling the Shasu women about the hamlets and villages and
temples we passed, instructing them in between, translating for Ankhu as he
wooed Kauit, Kauit dismissing the serving girls and waiting on the king’s son
at every meal, Nebit surreptitiously eyeing Kauit. He was, if nothing else,
predictable.


We were a day south of Giza when Senu approached the
pavilion, sheets of papyrus virtually filling his arms.


“You’ve finally finished?” Ankhu asked excitedly.


“I have,” Senu replied, piling the sheets on a small
wooden table in front of Ankhu. “Your expedition to the Sinai, Majesty, fully
documented. These are realistic drawings. At Giza I’ll transform them into the
approved style. These scenes will someday decorate the walls of your tomb and
your father’s temples.”


Senu spent the rest of the day showing Ankhu and Kauit
and Maghrab and Nebit and me his drawings, all polished, based on the rough
sketches he’d made on the spot during our expedition. The first sheet was a
scene I’d watched Senu sketch aboard the boat the morning the expedition
departed Giza; the last a drawing of Kauit he’d made aboard this vessel
yesterday. Neither Kauit nor Maghrab reacted to the images of the battle at their
camp or the subsequent execution of their people, nor those showing Kauit
herself capitulating to Ankhu and bound with rope, though I could see the pain
in their eyes. As Ankhu had ordered, there were no images of the fight in the
defile at all, only those that showed positive events or Ankhu heroically
leading or rallying his men in battle, or seeing them safely across the desert.
As expected, I didn’t appear in the drawings at all. Though Nebit did. My
omission, Senu had confided, was by Ankhu’s direct order. I may have saved his
life but I wasn’t going to steal any of his glory.


Ankhu was quite pleased. “You’ll copy these inside my
quarters in the per’aa, not just on the walls of my tomb when you’re finished
with Father’s temples,” he told Senu. “Along with images of my triumphant
return to Giza, and my father bestowing honors upon me. You’ll accompany me
wherever Father assigns me from now on, Senu.”


“Very good, Majesty,” Senu said, smiling broadly, bowing.


So Senu had achieved the ambition he’d told me about –
to obtain a royal patron. I was glad my new friend had achieved his dream.


That evening, after dinner, Kauit gracefully rose from
her chair and took Ankhu’s hand. “Let walk us, by river,” she said haltingly.


He eagerly acquiesced, giving Nebit a knowing look.


Later, I sat with Maghrab in the bow of the boat, both
of us peering into the dark shadows beneath the palms lining the riverbank. I
imagined Kauit and Ankhu were there somewhere, embracing, perhaps more. The vessel
bobbed and swayed soothingly with the current.


“Ankhu will believe he’s won my sister’s heart by
morning,” Maghrab said with assurance.


“Has he?” I asked.


“Of course not,” she replied. “But what would you do,
Ahmes, if you were Kauit? Go to Giza and be given as concubine to a man you don’t
know and become the least of how ever many women he has, or seduce a royal you
do know into believing you care for him – a low–ranking and barely competent royal
to be sure, but one you know you can control and who might at least shield you
from a worse fate?”


“I’d do the same as Kauit,” I admitted. The same thing
Maetkra had done. Choose the lesser evil.


“If Ragnakh hadn’t been so foolhardy, if he hadn’t
charged Ankhu seeking glory, he’d still be alive today,” Maghrab said, regret
in her voice. “Our numbers were overwhelming in the defile. You would’ve all
been slain. Kauit would be Ragnakh’s wife now and she’d control our people
through him. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever known.”


“I agree,” I admitted.


“Kauit can’t worry just about herself anymore, Ahmes,
not when she’s going to spend her life trapped in your land – she has to look
out for her future children too. What would happen to a concubine’s child whose
mother is what your people call a barbarian? So, Kauit will convince Ankhu she loves
him before we reach Giza, maybe even convince him to make her his wife – like
you said the other day about you and me. That gave her the idea. Maybe, with
Ankhu advocating for her, your king won’t execute us. But as far as Kauit’s heart
– she’ll never forgive Ankhu for executing our family. Never! Despite outward
appearances.”


“You both hold that against me too, don’t you,” I
said.


“Yes,” Maghrab said softly. “Though I think, in time,
Kauit’s anger will lessen towards you, for saving me, as mine has.”


I couldn’t fault either Kauit or Maghrab for hating me.
I’d feel the same in their place. “Kauit’s taking a big risk,” I said. “Even if
Ankhu sleeps with Kauit and proclaims her his wife there’s no guarantee King
Khufu will recognize their so–called marriage.”


“But if he does, she’ll have some say over her
destiny, unlike me.”


“I promise you, Maghrab – if the king lets the two of
you live I’ll do everything in my power to see you’re assigned to your sister
as her handmaid – I’ll argue she needs you as her translator. It’s been smart
of her to pretend she’s not catching on to our language. Tell her to keep
pretending. Ankhu’s convinced she’s finding it difficult. He knows you aren’t.”


“I hope the king assigns you to assist Ankhu
permanently,” Maghrab said fervently. “I don’t want to be separated from you,
Ahmes.” Her fingers crept into mine. “I’m glad you didn’t die in the defile.”


“Don’t get your hopes up,” I said. “The king will
probably assign Ankhu to be one of his advisors at Giza. It’ll be back to the Sinai
for me.”


 


 


***


 


 


Kauit and Maghrab were suitably impressed when we
reached Ineb–hedj, with its harbor – once the land’s busiest before King Khufu
established his capital at Giza – and vast number of storehouses and
residences, partly surrounded by white walls that had given the ancient settlement
its name, red linen banners snapping in the breeze above Ptah’s great temple in
its heart. The relatively broad floodplain had narrowed the last miles, so that
the valley was only two miles wide in the region, the most densely populated in
the entire land. They gazed in awe at the top layers of King Netjeryket’s
pyramid looming atop the plateau at Saqqara, and the line of mastabas from the
time of the first kings on the very edge of that plateau.


“All these houses and tombs and farms and the river
crowded with vessels – you told us your king was mighty, but until now I didn’t
believe it,” Maghrab said. She gazed wide–eyed when we reached Giza and our
boat passed through the canal from the river into the crowded harbor, staring
at the pyramid rising towards the sky and the thousands of men swarming over
the plateau. “I never imagined there were this many people in the entire world.
All of them building a mountain!”


Kauit sat beside Ankhu beneath the pavilion as we
approached the quay, observing silently, dressed in a fine linen skirt and
bedecked with jewels gifted her by Ankhu suitable to the daughter of a
chieftain, her honey–colored hair shining in the sun, eyes outlined with kohl. Ankhu
intended that she make a grand entrance this day. He’d been head over heels
since their stroll along the riverbank in the moonlight. What had passed
between them then and afterwards, and what Ankhu considered their status to be,
he hadn’t shared with me, though they’d been practically inseparable since. Maghrab,
on the other hand, was dressed modestly in a white skirt, as befit a handmaid.
She didn’t care. She’d been in the bow with me since we’d set out that morning,
insisting I tell her about everything that caught her interest. She’d demanded
explanations from the moment we caught sight of the pyramid at Meidum, as we
passed Saqqara and the Tura quarry and Ineb–hedj, and finally the magnificent
complex on the Giza plateau. 


Ankhu hadn’t sent a courier ahead of us to announce our
return, at Kauit’s insistence. She’d pointed out that surprise would make his
arrival more dramatic, and thus more glorious. As Merer’s boat and our six
accompanying vessels gently nudged into place against a number of quays, men rushed
excitedly towards us from all over the harbor and the buildings of Akhet Khufu,
shouting, calling out greetings. They were answered by the sailors and soldiers
and servants on board.


“Where’s my father?” Ankhu asked the first overseer he
encountered on the quay after disembarking.


“The Administrative House,” the man said, bowing low.


Porters crowding the edge of the harbor parted to let Ankhu’s
entourage pass. He led the way, followed by Nebit, with me and Senu, clutching
a leather pouch with his precious drawings, a step behind. Kauit and Maghrab
walked behind us, somewhat shielded from view. We were flanked and trailed by the
king’s guards who’d accompanied us home and the captains of Nebit’s boats.


We were ushered into a room beyond the scribes’ area
where Hemiun and the king usually met with overseers. King Khufu was seated on
his throne atop a dais. Many men were gathered around the table not far from its
foot, studying a map of the valley. A quick glance told me it was modeled on
the one I’d created years ago for Kay. Surprisingly, most of the men in the
room today had been at the meeting atop the mount the day I’d brought my news
to Giza – Vizier Hemiun, Kawab, the chief scribe Wepemnefert, the chief of
bowmen Kanufer, the dwarf Seneb, the two high priests, Khufukhaf, Ankhaef, even
the king’s daughter Sitba. There were four newcomers as well, all sons of the
king – Djedfre, Hordjedef, Minkhaf and Babaef. Everyone turned to stare as we
entered, unannounced. Conversation ceased.


Ankhu practically strutted across the room to the foot
of the dais. The rest of us remained near the door. He bowed grandly. “Father!
Life, health, prosperity! I return in triumph! I’ve punished the barbarians and
recovered every single ingot of your stolen copper!”


I didn’t miss the looks of surprise passing between the
chief scribe and chief bowman. They were, I recalled, adherents of Re. They’d
expected Ankhu to fail.


Khufu stood and opened his arms wide. “My Son!”


Ankhu ascended the dais and warmly embraced his
father.


“Tell me everything!” King Khufu commanded, holding
Ankhu at arms’ length, his face creased with a smile.


“I can do better, Father,” Ankhu replied. “I can show
you.”


He nodded to Senu. Senu moved from the rear of the room
to the table, pressing through the men standing there to face the king. At
Ankhu’s insistence everyone moved to either side. Senu placed his first drawing
in the center of the table.


“You’re the craftsman I sent to record my triumph?”
Khufu asked.


“I am, Majesty. Senu.”


King Khufu and Ankhu descended from the dais to the long
side of the table opposite Senu. Khufu placed his fists on the table and leaned
forward eagerly, studying the drawing.


“I set out one week to the day after you ordered me to
punish the barbarians, Father, with fifteen boats supplied by Overseer Nebit.”


Nebit bowed slightly to the king from beside me,
basking in credit unearned. To this day Ankhu believed Nebit had been
responsible for organizing and leading the expedition, ignoring the evidence of
his eyes.


“In only five days I reached the landing place along
the river at Hardai, a day faster than customary, then spent two weeks crossing
the Eastern Desert to the harbor at Wadi Jarf, along with soldiers, miners,
supplies, and a herd of donkeys.”


As Ankhu talked, Senu placed several drawings on top of
the first, one at a time, giving the king ample time to inspect each. I was
amazed at how he’d captured the desolation of the desert.


“I transferred everyone and everything onto boats at
your eastern harbor, a fine facility indeed.”


Senu laid out several quite impressive drawings side
by side, showing the harbor from multiple angles. The others were crowding
close now as well, those of lesser rank peering over the shoulders of greater.
Sitba was in the front row. She looked eager and interested, the few times I
glimpsed her between the bodies of the men.


“It’s a very fine harbor,” Vizier Hemiun told the
king. He too was in the front row, as befit his rank. “Kay’s descriptions didn’t
do it justice.”


“I crossed the Eastern Sea and landed in the Sinai at
Markha,” Ankhu continued. “I sent the miners on to Wadi Maghara to reopen the copper
mines, then set off in pursuit of the barbarians. We trailed them for two weeks
across the Sinai, a hot nasty business, to the very waterhole where my guide,
Ahmes, had predicted the barbarians would be camped.” Ankhu briefly acknowledged
me in the back of the room. “We were within three miles of the Shasu camp, traversing
a narrow defile, when the barbarians attacked us. Ahmes had strongly expressed
reservations to me about entering the defile, considering it to be a trap. But Chief
of Tens Baka assured me he’d sent scouts ahead and the defile was safe. It wasn’t.
He’d lied. He was an arrogant man. He’d sent no scouts.”


Ankhu glanced sideways at Kanufer. He’d assigned Baka
to the expedition. Kanufer dropped his eyes.


Several days ago, Ankhu had informed me he’d decided
to tell the king about the disaster after all, placing the blame squarely on
Baka. Kauit told me later that night he’d had his change of heart after she
told him Maghrab had overheard many of the men who’d participated in the fight
telling tales about it around their campfires. The truth of what had happened
would get out once the men reached Giza, Kauit had assured Ankhu, so he’d be
better off confronting the disaster head on rather than risk his father hearing
an alternate version, either true or, as usually happened when men bragged
about war, exaggerated. Ankhu had, Kauit reported, taken her warning as a sign
that she was looking out for him, and by association, their future. Which had
been the truth, though not in the way he thought.


“The barbarians set upon us in the defile as Ahmes had
feared. Baka was the first to fall. I would have been the second if Ahmes hadn’t
jerked me off my donkey to the ground. My men fought bravely, but we were badly
outnumbered. About half were killed.”


Everyone in the room stared at Ankhu, silent, aghast.


“At the most critical part of the fight I was attacked
by the barbarian’s fiercest warrior, Ragnakh,” Ankhu continued. “He sought me on
purpose, to kill me and end the battle. He thrust at me with his lance from
only feet away.”


Sitba gasped.


Khufu closely inspected Ankhu. “I see no sign of a
wound. The gods must have protected you.”


“Not the gods, Father. At the very moment Ragnakh
thrust, Ahmes leapt between me and his lance. The lance went all the way
through Ahmes’ left shoulder. He saved my life. And in the same instant the
lance penetrated Ahmes’ body, he sliced open Ragnakh’s belly with his knife,
killing him.”


Sitba swiveled around to look at me. Her eyes widened
when she saw the ragged discolored wound against my dark skin. I’d purposefully
removed the bandage upon arriving at Giza, on Ankhu’s order. Kauit had
suggested it, to make even more dramatic Ankhu’s description of the fight in
the defile.


“Ahmes had presence of mind enough to shout that
Ragnakh was dead – in their tongue,” Ankhu continued. “The barbarians took up
the cry. With their leader dead they melted away into the desert. Ahmes’ quick
thinking saved us, Father.” Ankhu acknowledged me again with a tilt of his
head. He may not have wanted to share his glory, but thanks to Kauit he’d
realized the necessity and had acquiesced gracefully. “The sun set not long
after. My men huddled in the defile, dazed, confused, paralyzed. Many were
wounded. All were exhausted. All but two of my donkeys were dead. I knew we
couldn’t head for home and leave the barbarians unpunished and in possession of
your copper. We wouldn’t have made it across the wastes even if we’d tried. So
I decided to attack instead, the one thing they wouldn’t expect.”


“A bold move, My Son,” said Khufu approvingly.


Ankhu had decided to claim the entire credit for the
victory over the Shasu. He was only prepared to share a little glory. Either
way, it didn’t matter to me.


“We crept to the barbarian camp under cover of
darkness. It stretched some distance in front of a low ridge. They were
celebrating what they considered a tremendous victory. They outnumbered us, so I
knew a frontal assault would fail, even with surprise on our side. So I
stationed archers on the ridge above their camp and the rest of my men in an
arc on the flat ground facing it. The barbarians were trapped between my men,
though they did not know it. When the last of the wretches went into their huts
to sleep, my archers on the ridge sent burning arrows into their huts. When the
barbarians ran out, trying to escape the flames, the rest of my archers shot
them down. When my archers’ arrows were exhausted my men surged forward with
knives and lances and clubs. The fight was over quickly. Those barbarians we did
not kill surrendered. At dawn I lined them up against the ridge.”


One of the king’s guards stepped forward and handed Ankhu
a mace, its round limestone head covered with dried blood and brain matter. Ankhu
laid it on the table next to the drawings. Sitba stared at it in horror.


“I executed them, Father, one after another, in your
name. I left their bodies to rot at the edge of their camp, unburied, as a
warning to barbarians who would harass your miners in the future.”


Another guard crossed the room and thunked a large
earthenware jar onto the table.


“I present to you, Father, the penises of the dead
warriors, as confirmation that my tale is true.”


Khufu looked at the jar approvingly, his eyes
glittering.


Senu then revealed picture after picture of the battle
at the ridge, each of them masterpieces, each glorious.


“Magnificent!” King Khufu exclaimed after Senu
displayed the last of them.


“It seems my half–brother has turned out to be a
brilliant strategist,” Kawab said admiringly. “We’ll have to find something
better for him to do in the future than oversee the audience hall.”


Many in the room nodded and murmured approvingly.


Ankhu’s face remained impassive, though I suspected
deep inside he was exulting at his brother’s words. “We stayed in camp for several
days, Father, until our wounded were able to travel,” he said matter–of–factly.
“After that, we retraced our steps to the Terraces of Turquoise, subsisting on
too little food and not enough water. But I didn’t lose a single man along the
way – thanks to Ahmes, who guided us and rationed our supplies despite being greatly
weakened by his wound. We rested for a few days amidst the miners at Wadi
Maghara – the mines are operating once again – sacrificed to the gods, then
loaded the ingots the miners had smelted while I was battling the barbarians onto
my donkeys and returned to the landing place at Markha. While we rested at the
mines Senu outlined this image of you smiting the barbarian chieftain on a ten–foot
high rock wall.”


Senu placed the papyrus he’d worked from, smudged with
dirt, on the table.


“One of the miners was etching it into the surface the
day we left,” Ankhu reported.


Senu placed another sheet.


“Another miner was working on a stela containing this
proclamation, to be placed among the stelae commemorating the expeditions of
past kings,” Ankhu said.


The king read the inscription out loud, to
congratulatory exclamations.


“After that we recrossed the sea to Wadi Jarf, then
the Eastern Desert to Hardai, then drifted down the river to Giza. Your copper
is already being unloaded from my boats – every ingot we recovered from the
barbarians, and every ingot newly refined.”


“Just in time,” Vizier Hemiun said with satisfaction. “We’ll
have plenty of tools forged by the start of inundation.”


“I have enough peasants to replace the men who died
fighting the barbarians,” King Khufu intoned. “But the copper was
irreplaceable. You’ve done well, Ankhu.” He glanced around the room. “Better
than most men here expected.”


I gathered the king was aware of the undercurrents
tugging at his sons and courtiers.


“Thank you, Father.” Ankhu took a deep breath. I could
tell he was nervous, though he was trying hard not to show it. “Father, despite
your orders to kill every barbarian, I let a woman and a girl live.”


There were a few sharp intakes of breath. No one
defied the king without consequences.


“For what reason?” Khufu asked stiffly.


Ankhu gestured. Maghrab meekly moved from the doorway
to his side, her eyes lowered as I’d instructed. “This is Maghrab. She’s a
healer. Neither the Chief of Bowmen nor the Chief of Tens Baka thought to
include a healer in my company. A deadly oversight. She tended my wounded after
the battle and on the journey home, going days at a time without sleep. Without
her, many more would have died. Thanks to her, every one of my wounded recovered.”


Kanufer colored slightly.


“I attribute Ahmes’ survival, in particular, to Maghrab’s
skill.”


I caught Sitba staring at my shoulder again.


Ankhu gestured at Kauit.


Maghrab moved aside. Kauit crossed to Ankhu, her head
held high, eyes locked on King Khufu.


“This is Kauit, eldest daughter of the barbarian
chieftain, also a healer,” Ankhu said, stretching the truth. “She too cared for
my men.” A long pause. “Father, I’d like to take Kauit to wife, with your
permission.”


I held my breath. Under normal circumstances, Ankhu
would have made such an audacious request in private audience with his father,
so that they could calmly discuss the matter. I assumed he’d made his request
publicly in an attempt to head King Khufu off before he either ordered her
immediate execution or gave her to one of Ankhu’s higher–ranking brothers or
made her one of his concubines. Once the king had proclaimed such a decision
Ankhu dared not challenge it or try to make his father change his mind. King
Khufu was a living god, his word absolute. For Ankhu to risk such a request, I
expected he must firmly believe Kauit wanted to marry him. I knew better. She’d
played her part well on the boat. But I feared Ankhu’s request wasn’t going to change
her fate, nor Maghrab’s. Kings rarely liked surprises.


Most of the men were looking at Kauit with disdain,
though there was hunger in Kanufer’s eyes, and, as usual, Nebit’s. I wondered
if there was any beautiful woman he didn’t lust after. Sitba’s face registered
jealousy and interest by turns. Khufukhaf had told me Sitba would probably prefer
to be married to Ankhu should he succeed in his expedition and be raised high
in the king’s court, which would most likely happen now. That Ankhu had just
proclaimed he desired a different woman, and a barbarian at that, was certainly
a complication – though I knew several of the king’s sons and the king himself
had multiple wives. That her brother would want to marry Kauit, though, would
likely be a significant issue for Sitba. In fact, Ankhu, who couldn’t stand
Sitba, probably hoped his marriage to Kauit would ensure his freedom from
Sitba, that she’d never reconcile herself to being his second choice.


“Step closer,” King Khufu ordered Kauit.


Kauit didn’t move. She was portraying the fiction she
was an uneducated barbarian.


Ankhu nudged her, made a sign. She slipped to within a
foot of the king.


King Khufu put his fingers under her chin and tilted
her head up and stared into her eyes, then slowly looked her up and down. “Doesn’t
she understand our language?”


“Ahmes has tried to teach her,” Ankhu replied. “Without
success. Her handmaid, Maghrab, has picked it up easily. She translates for Kauit
when Ahmes isn’t available.”


“Hmph. You were hasty to request marriage, My Son. I
don’t blame you – the barbarian is an exceptionally beautiful woman. Lacking
healers, you were right not to execute her in the Sinai. A leader must look out
for his men above all else, no matter what his orders are. But I will not allow
you to marry her at this time. I need to give your request considerable
thought.” His eyes lingered on Kauit for a long moment. “Actually, I find the
prospect of keeping a barbarian in subjugation to a member of my household appealing.
I’ll be able to trot her out whenever necessary to display my might. So, until
I make a decision, she’ll serve you, as slave.”


“As you wish, Father,” Ankhu said, the disappointment
in his voice clear.


Khufu rested his hand on Ankhu’s shoulder. “After what
you’ve accomplished you deserve a proper chief wife.” He glanced at Sitba, then
Ankhu. “This barbarian – if I allow you to marry her – will be second to
whoever I choose for you. She’ll never have a royal title. Understood?”


“Yes, Father. Of course.”


I could tell Kauit had also understood King Khufu. Though
her face remained impassive, I was sure she was relieved. She’d escaped
execution and, for the time being, was under Ankhu’s protection while having
avoided immediate marriage to him. Or becoming concubine to a stranger.


The king turned and ascended the dais and seated
himself on his throne. A young girl immediately brought him a cup of beer,
which he sipped.


Kauit moved back to stand beside Maghrab.


“Ankhu, you’ve succeeded when many thought you’d fail,”
King Khufu said. “You’ve earned a reward.” He addressed Vizier Hemiun. “Tomorrow,
take Ankhu to where you’re going to erect mastabas for my children east of my
pyramid. Let him select a site that hasn’t been assigned to any of my other
sons or daughters yet – whichever one he wants.”


“Very good, Majesty.”


“Thank you, Father,” Ankhu said gratefully.


The king looked at Senu. “I assume your drawings will
decorate the walls of my son’s tomb as well as my temples?”


“That is their purpose, Majesty,” Senu replied.


King Khufu smiled. “In addition, Ankhu, in three days
time I’ll hold a great banquet in your honor, in the per’aa here at Giza. At
that banquet, in front of your brothers and sisters and mother and the entire
court, I’ll award you flies of valor, for your great victory over the
barbarians.”


Ankhu bowed low. “Thank you, Father. You honor me far
more than I deserve.”


“Make sure you bring your… barbarian,” King Khufu
added. “And the other one. I want to put them on display.”


I breathed a sigh of relief. The king hadn’t
explicitly mentioned allowing Maghrab to live until now.


“As you wish, Father.”


“Your drawings, Senu – you will affix them to the
walls of the banquet hall beforehand, so all may see. And be present to explain
each one.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“My Lord Nebit.”


He strode to the front of the room and bowed, his
necklaces and pendants clinking noisily.


“For organizing this expedition and seeing my son
safely to and from the Sinai, I award you an estate near Badari in the middle
of the valley.”


“You are too generous, Majesty,” Nebit replied,
smiling, his chins jiggling.


I couldn’t help reflect how those who had much always
received more, in return for having done nothing. And how the award had just
doomed me. The king obviously had full confidence in Nebit; Khufukhaf would
never talk anyone in the king’s household into replacing him with me. What I’d
done on the barbarian expedition had solidified Nebit’s standing with the king,
not mine. I was headed back to the Sinai, to eat the dust kicked up by caravans
of donkeys.


Then King Khufu motioned to me.


I crossed the room to the foot of the dais, eyes
lowered, aware of one particular set of eyes on me.


“Look up,” Khufu said. “Ahmes, you too shall receive
flies of valor. Not only for saving my son’s life while risking yours, but for
locating the barbarians against long odds.”


I was absolutely stunned. I hadn’t expected to be given
a reward. I bowed. “I’m grateful beyond words, Majesty.” When I straightened I
noticed Sitba smiling at me for the very first time. Her disdain had melted
away. Khufukhaf caught my eye as I resumed my place. He too was smiling.


The king addressed the high priest Meryptah. “The
stone kept in Ptah’s temple at Ineb–hedj that records the key events of each
king’s reign – make sure this year’s entry features Ankhu’s expedition.”


“Of course, Majesty.”


“Relax in my per’aa for a few weeks,” King Khufu told Ankhu.
“Recover from your expedition. I’m of a mind to send you on another, beginning
one month from today.”


“Of course, Father,” Ankhu said, his interest
obviously piqued.


“As you know, a share of everything grown or produced
or created in this valley belongs to me,” King Khufu began. “My share finances
my ventures, pays for imports from beyond this valley, equips and maintains
conscripts when I call them to fight, supports everyone who labors on projects
like my pyramid complex. Chiefs of regions transport grain from the farms and
estates they oversee to my granaries throughout the land and deposit all other
products in my treasury storehouses. Workshops adjoining those storehouses
process raw materials and turn them into goods. Nebit transports my goods wherever
I wish.”


I stole a quick look at Nebit. He bowed slightly to
Khufu.


“My wealth is tracked by an army of scribes stationed
throughout this valley,” King Khufu continued. “They spend their lives
registering my revenues and expenditures.”


“I’m aware, Father.”


“It was the custom, in my father’s time and before, to
send the vizier every other year at this time to make the count of his cattle
and check on the status of his land. Since Vizier Hemiun has been fully
occupied with my pyramid for more than a decade I’ve been sending my sons in
his stead – one to the delta, one to the upper valley. We were, in fact, debating
who would go this year when you arrived.”


Wepemnefert placed the map of the valley that had earlier
been spread out on the table atop the stack of Senu’s drawings.


“I’m going to send Djedfre to the delta,” King Khufu
said. “I’m going to send you to the upper valley, Ankhu.”


Several of the king’s sons glared at Ankhu. They’d no
doubt expected the assignment and the rewards that accompanied it.


Ankhu smiled broadly. “I’m honored by your faith in
me, Father.”


“You’ve earned it, after the Sinai,” King Khufu replied.
“The upcoming expedition will require a far different set of skills than you
used there – attention to detail and considerable diplomacy, in particular,
instead of brute force. Over the next three months I want you to stop at the villages
and towns and estates between Giza and Abdju marked on this map and interview
my officials and verify that what belongs to me is being properly collected.”
His eyes swept the gathered men. “I’ve heard rumors of discrepancies,” he said
darkly. “Wepemnefert, I want you to assign five scribes to my son’s expedition
to track everything. And an experienced scribe to oversee them.”


“Consider it done, Majesty,” Wepemnefert replied.


“I’ll expect a full report from you on the status of
the valley when you return, Ankhu,” King Khufu said. “Most particularly, make
sure local officials are supplying their full quota of laborers for my pyramid.
I will not let it fall behind schedule.”


“You can count on me, Father,” Ankhu said.


“Your title will be ‘Chief of the Expedition,’” King Khufu
added. “You’ll be given a staff decorated with gold to indicate your status.” He
turned his attention to Nebit. “Nebit, you’ll have full charge of outfitting
the vessels that will accompany Ankhu and will command them on the journey, as you
did to the Sinai. Your title will be ‘Overseer of the Fleet.’”


“Thank you, Majesty,” Nebit said.


I knew in that instant I wouldn’t be returning to the
Sinai any time soon. Nebit would order me to make all the preparations for the
expedition, while making it appear he was. Assuming everything went as planned he’d
receive another reward. If anything went wrong, though, I’d take the blame.


“You should send a few guards along, just in case,
Majesty,” Kanufer said.


“Supply some experienced bowmen,” King Khufu directed.


“Of course,” Kanufer replied. “You should make Ahmes ‘Chief
of Tens,’ Majesty. He has experience fighting now.” He gazed pointedly at my
left shoulder.


Why had Kanufer proposed me? Surely he had leaders
among his bowmen.


“Let it be so,” King Khufu pronounced. He beckoned to
a servant standing nearby. The servant placed a small statuette in the center
of the table.


Everyone gathered close and studied it with interest.


The figure, seated on a throne, was less than three
inches high and portrayed the king. I knew for certain because Khufu’s name was
engraved on the back of the throne. The king was wearing the Red Crown and a shendyt.
A flail was in his right hand and his left hand rested on his knee.


“This year’s expedition is more important than usual,”
King Khufu announced. “Ankhu, I want you to take this statuette to Abdju and
deposit it in the Temple of Khentymentiu, the jackal god who protects the dead
and oversees tombs, ‘The Foremost of the Westerners.’”


“It’s so small, Father,” Sitba interrupted.


“The size of my pyramid proves I’m the mightiest king
who’s ever lived,” King Khufu replied. “The size of my statuette proves my
humility to the god.”


I thought it a significant and unexpected contrast.


“The first kings who unified this land – Narmer and
his successors – are buried at Abdju,” King Khufu said. “I share their ka.
There is in the royal archives a seal containing the names of the first five
kings – Narmer, Aha, Djer, Djet, Den. Khentymentiu’s name precedes each of
theirs on that seal. So, this statue will link me to my predecessors. Once I
die, if I wish, my ba will be able to inhabit this statuette and visit with
theirs at Abdju.”


“I’ll guard it with my life, Father,” Ankhu assured
him.


“I expect no less.” Khufu addressed the high priests. “Meryptah,
Iryiry, this statuette is why I’ve summoned you here today. I want each of you
to take it in turn and bless it in the temples of Ptah and Re, and return it to
Ankhu before he departs.”


“As you wish, Majesty,” they replied in unison.


 


 


***


 


 


“Come, help me pick lotus from the pool in the garden,
Ahmes,” Sitba said seductively.


“Of course, Majesty,” I replied.


“How many times do I have to tell you to call me Sitba
when we’re alone like this?”


“Sorry. Of course, Sitba.”


She smiled. “Much better.”


She took my good arm and we strolled down a torch–lit
corridor of the king’s per’aa and through a doorway that opened into the garden.
My left shoulder was bandaged, my arm still weak though getting slightly
stronger every day thanks to Maghrab’s ministrations. I was grateful for the
cool breeze and the relative silence; the just–concluded send–off banquet for Ankhu’s
expedition had dragged on for hours, the room crowded and noisy and hot and
stuffy. I felt out of place in the per’aa. Being around so many high–ranking men
and women made me nervous. Not that I felt at ease alone with the king’s
daughter. The lush garden, surrounded on all four sides by wings of the per’aa,
was overgrown with flowers, dotted with clusters of palm and acacia trees. A
shallow pool graced its heart. The trees cast deep shadows on the shimmering
moonlit water. Palm fronds gently clacked in the breeze far overhead. Sitba and
I trod a narrow path through knee–high greenery to the very lip of the pool. I
sat down on a flat rock at its edge. Sitba knelt beside me, leaned over,
plucked a few lotus flowers floating on the surface.


I couldn’t help stare. At twenty–three, five years
younger than me, she was the most stunningly beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Her
dark gently curling hair tumbled nearly to her waist, her eyes were black and
shining, lips red, cheeks dimpled. She was taller than any of her older
sisters, and slim. She’d outshone them all at tonight’s banquet, wearing a
filmy white linen dress, bedecked with necklaces and bracelets and rings and
anklets, and a girdle of gold beads. For reasons beyond my understanding she’d
latched on to me, beginning the day I’d received my flies of valor. My fingers
rose to touch them; they were an unfamiliar weight around my neck. She’d
insisted I sit with her at every one of the king’s banquets since our return, and
the king was extremely fond of banquets – he held one almost every night. Sitba
was quite pleasant company except for one thing – she treated Maghrab with utter
disdain. Unofficially, the girl still belonged to me, and so trailed me much of
the day as I made arrangements for our upcoming expedition, though she slept with
Kauit in a room near Ankhu’s in the per’aa. She was proving to be a very useful
assistant. I couldn’t imagine a woman like Sitba being jealous of an eleven
year–old, but it appeared she was.


Sitba sat cross–legged beside me, pressed her handful
of flowers to her nose, inhaled deeply.


They gave off a wonderful scent.


“I wish you didn’t have to leave in the morning,” she complained.


I laughed. “Morning? We’ll lift anchor in a couple of
hours. I’ll get no sleep at all tonight. It’s off to the harbor for me once I escort
you to your room, to make sure the fleet’s ready for departure.”


“Isn’t that supposed to be Nebit’s job, readying the
fleet?” she asked.


Once again, forced to defend my lazy nemesis.
Disparaging him would come back to haunt me, I suspected, so I didn’t. “Yes.
But the expedition’s a major undertaking. Too much for a single man to handle.”


“I admire your loyalty to Nebit, Ahmes, as misplaced
as it is. Apparently, Father’s the only person at Giza who doesn’t realize how
worthless he is. The expedition’s leaving on schedule because of you. You are
the single man who can handle the task. Why, I’ve hardly seen you in the month you’ve
been back from the Sinai,” Sitba pouted. “You’ve been at the harbor all day every
day. And where was my half–brother? Either in his room or strolling beside the
river with his barbarian wench. Has he been involved in the preparations at
all?”


“Of course he has,” I lied. He’d left everything to me,
same as Nebit.


Sitba laughed. “Ankhu’s lazy and incompetent. It was a
miracle anyone survived his expedition to the Sinai. You were the reason, even though
he got the credit.”


“Maj… Sitba…”


She touched her fingers to my lips to silence me. “Men
talk, Ahmes. Particularly to me. Everyone knows what really happened in the
defile and after. How you saved Ankhu’s soldiers and defeated the barbarians
has spread through the court. You need proof? Haven’t you noticed all the women
staring at you? Women love a hero.”


“Men like me don’t get credit. Or need it,” I replied.


“Your modesty is refreshing, Ahmes,” Sitba said. “A
welcome change from the boastfulness of my brother. That’s one reason my
sisters are so interested in you.”


I felt my face flush. “Are they?”


“Don’t be coy,” Sitba said.


“I’m not. The truth is I don’t know which women are
your sisters and which are daughters of courtiers.”


Sitba laughed. “Or courtiers’ wives. Doesn’t matter. I’ve
made it clear to everyone you’re taken.”


“Am I? Taken?”


“Don’t you want to be?” She moved closer, looked up at
me, her eyes reflecting the moonlight.


I wanted to lean over and kiss her lips in the worst
way. I didn’t. “We hardly know each other, Sitba. Haven’t you been complaining to
me about your brother falling for Kauit so soon after they met?”


“I was appalled when Ankhu announced he wanted to
marry the barbarian,” she said, shaking her head. “She’s really quite stupid,
isn’t she? I know you’ve spent countless hours instructing her in our language.
But she’s barely caught on.”


“It’s been difficult for her, yes,” I replied, though
that was far from the truth. Kauit was becoming quite proficient, though she
continued to hide that fact from everyone except me. Even Ankhu was clueless.


“At first I despised her,” Sitba admitted. “But then I
realized she might be the best thing that could have happened to me. If Father
tries to force me to marry Ankhu, as he’s threatened, and I decide I want to
marry someone else because my brother’s still in charge of the dining hall or
some such lowly occupation, she gives me the perfect excuse to refuse. I’d be Ankhu’s
chief wife, but she’d be the one he wanted first. Much too complicated and
humiliating.”


“More complicated than marrying Per–Wadjet’s chief of
estates, I imagine.”


“Teti? That old man? How do you know about him?”


“The Sinai expedition isn’t the only thing people
gossip about at Giza.”


“If Teti and I marry, I’ll rule his estate and control
his wealth,” Sitba said with certainty. “As attractive as that prospect is, Per–Wadjet
isn’t the court. I’m ambitious, Ahmes. I intend to rise high. As I’m sure you do
too. I have no interest in a mere chief of estates, or my brother. I’m
interested in you,” she said boldly.


“Me?” I protested, shocked and amazed. “I’ll never
even be a courtier, Sitba. I’ll go back to caravanning supplies across the
desert if your brother’s expedition succeeds. If it fails I’ll take the blame,
and whatever punishment goes with that. I have nothing to offer a king’s daughter.”


“Except competence and ability.” Sitba’s hand rose to
my shoulder, rested on my bandage. “And exceptional courage. You’ll make a
success of this expedition, Ahmes, even if Ankhu bungles it,” she said with
assurance. “Father became aware of you after the Sinai. He doesn’t hand these
out to just anyone.” She touched the flies of valor, then let her hand slip
down my chest and rest there. “You’ll stay in his mind after this next one. He’ll
give you a position in our household when you return from Abdju. I believe you’ll
eventually rise higher than Ankhu. I sense it, Ahmes. When you do I’ll talk Father
into letting us marry. Wouldn’t you like that?”


I’d never considered such a possibility. “What man in
his right mind wouldn’t?” I replied. “But you don’t even know me.”


“Is there someone else?” Sitba queried a bit sharply. “Men
don’t hesitate when I offer myself to them. At least, no one ever has before.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve heard that about me, haven’t you. Is that why…”


“I don’t pay attention to gossip, Sitba,” I
interrupted. “And why should I have any say in how you live your life, either
now or in the past? You asked if there’s someone else – there was, once. We’d
made plans. Then she married one of your father’s courtiers instead of me.”


“She betrayed you.”


“It’s complicated. Her father auctioned her to the
highest bidder. He was greedy for status and he used her to gain it. She couldn’t
refuse the marriage. She didn’t have the clout of a king’s daughter. But here’s
the thing – her husband died. Years ago. Afterwards she went to live on one of
his estates. She didn’t send for me, never even contacted me.”


“She broke your heart.”


“Yes, she did. So, no, there’s no one else, Sitba.
There hasn’t been for a very long time.”


Her hands crept to the back of my neck and she pulled me
close and kissed me. Her lips were soft and yielding and the air was perfumed
with lotus and my senses reeled. Being kissed by a king’s daughter? Me? In the
arms of a woman who actually wanted me? I slid my good hand to her waist. Her
skin was smooth. She wrapped her arms around my back, pulled me closer. I was
losing myself in her, as I hadn’t with any woman since I’d been parted from
Maetkra. And I wanted to be lost.


“Ahmes? Are you here?” I recognized Maghrab’s voice.
She was at the edge of the garden.


Sitba and I hastily broke our embrace, moved apart.


I swore under my breath. “By the pool,” I called.


Maghrab and Kauit swished single–file through the
midst of the flowers towards us, their figures nebulous in the moonlight.


Sitba leaned close. “Come back to me from Abdju covered
in glory, Ahmes,” she said in a low husky voice. “Who knows what might happen
then?”


Kauit and Maghrab reached us.


“A guard told us he’d seen you going into the garden,
Ahmes,” Maghrab explained, bowing respectfully to Sitba. “Kauit has questions
for you about her role on the expedition.”


“Ankhu’s taking Kauit with him?” Sitba asked me,
surprised.


“Your father decided he wants your brother to display
her wherever the expedition stops in the valley, as a visible sign of his power
and might and ability to protect us from our enemies,” I replied. “Maghrab will
serve as her handmaid.”


“Just as her handmaid?” Sitba queried.


Jealousy rising. Now I knew why. “Yes. She’ll sleep in
Kauit’s quarters, near Ankhu’s.”


“Only one handmaid?” Sitba scoffed. “The daughter of a
ruler usually requires a dozen.”


“A ruler’s daughter isn’t usually held captive,” I replied.


“That’s most certainly true,” Sitba said. “I’ll bid
you goodbye, then, Ahmes. Much success on your expedition. Remember what I
said. Hurry back to me.”


“Majesty.” I bowed.


Sitba headed off towards her room in the per’aa. She
looked back at me a couple of times over her shoulder.


I was truly sorry to see her go. What man like me had
ever discussed marriage with a king’s daughter he’d known for less than a
month? A woman coveted by half her father’s courtiers? A woman who’d been with
most of them and chosen me?


Maghrab and Kauit seated themselves beside the pool. I
joined them.


“The king’s daughter seems extremely interested in
you,” Kauit teased once Sitba was out of earshot. “She’s been hanging all over
you at every banquet. And here in the garden…”


I wondered how much she’d seen. My face grew hot. “Sitba’s
heard too many stories about the expedition. The small part I played gets more exaggerated
with each retelling.”


“It’s Sitba now, is it?” Kauit asked, smiling.


A slipup. “She insisted.”


“Nearly everyone here at Giza know you didn’t receive
the credit you deserved,” Kauit said. “When you killed Ragnakh you saved half
of Ankhu’s men. Then you forced Ankhu to attack our camp. The victory was
yours, not his.”


“You must hate me for that.”


Kauit shook her head. “For defeating us in battle? The
men in my band lost their courage in the defile. If they’d followed me after
Ragnakh died you’d all be dead instead of them. I don’t hold the battles
against you, Ahmes. We’re fellow fighters, you and I. You were avenging your
friends. I understand that. The executions are what I can’t forgive. And you
weren’t responsible for those.”


“Sitba’s not the only woman at Giza who believes the
stories,” Maghrab observed. “Women whisper about you to each other every time
you walk through the per’aa or along the harbor. I’ve heard them.”


Now she sounded jealous. In her case jealousy was
understandable. I’d rescued her from death and she was a young impressionable
girl and I was the only man in the valley who spoke her language. And she was
under my care and protection.


“You could have a dalliance with any one of them,” Kauit
practically spat. “That seems to be the style in this court. A style set by the
king. How many concubines does one man need, anyway?”


“The royal women assume we’ll end up slaves and treat
us that way,” Maghrab said.


“I’m sorry they aren’t trying to help either of you
fit in,” I said solicitously.


“They’ve taken their cue from what the king said when
Ankhu asked to marry me – he needs a proper chief wife. Proper! Meek and mild
and subservient, like the rest of them – that’s what the king meant. That, plus
the king’s refusal in advance to give me a royal title, fuels their disdain.
They treat me like an ignorant barbarian and call me a wretch.”


“Which you reinforce by pretending not to understand our
language.”


“It’s served me in good stead. This per’aa is full of
intrigue,” Kauit said, shaking her head. “Everyone’s jockeying for position,
Ahmes. Because women and men think I speak only my native tongue they talk openly
to each other in front of me. I’ve already learned much that’s proven useful.
Let’s face it – the expedition to the Sinai earned Ankhu momentary praise from
the king and the court, but that’ll fade in time. He was lucky – you saved him
from himself. There weren’t any courtiers around to witness his incompetence.
But there’ll be plenty of witnesses to what he does or fails to do on this one,
from scribes to priests to soldiers to chiefs of regions to local officials. Ankhu’s
brothers are jealous of him. He has enemies at court, men and women envious of
his success in the Sinai. If he slips up in the slightest on this expedition
they’ll see he’s plunged into obscurity.”


“And you along with him, because your fate is tied to
his.”


“Actually, it’s not,” Kauit replied. “Ankhu’s
irrelevant. Khufu’s going to take me as his concubine.”


“No!”


“As soon as we return from Abdju. He told Nebit
tonight, during the banquet, right after he sent Maghrab to fetch me a drink.”


“I translate for Kauit when she’s with the king,”
Maghrab said.


“I know.”


“Khufu was looking at me and smiling when he told
Nebit. He had no idea I’d understood.”


“Ankhu’s going to be crushed,” I said.


“That’s not the half of it. Khufu ordered Nebit to
identify the daughter of a wealthy official somewhere between Giza and Abdju to
be Ankhu’s wife. Ankhu’s unaware. Oh, and Nebit asked the king to give him Maghrab
as a slave after the expedition, in return for rendering this service. Khufu
agreed.”


I called the curse of every god I knew down on Nebit’s
head, in several tongues. “He only wants you because you belong to me, Maghrab,”
I said angrily. Denying me Maetkra and keeping me exiled in the Sinai hadn’t
satisfied his insatiable need for vengeance against me.


“Maghrab and I have decided we’re going to sneak away somewhere
along the way to Abdju and make our way home,” Kauit said. “That’s what we came
to the garden to tell you. Will you help us escape, Ahmes?”


Keep Maghrab from falling into Nebit’s despicable
hands? “You can count on me,” I said grimly.


There was a sudden rustling in the garden close by.


“If the king finds out we’re dead,” an unfamiliar
voice said from a few feet away.


An ominous pronouncement. I signaled Kauit and Maghrab
to keep quiet. Slowly, we all backed away from the pool on hands and knees,
stretched out on our bellies amidst the tall greenery, concealed ourselves in
the shadows. Kauit was a warrior; she moved soundlessly, and Maghrab nearly so.
I raised my head slightly, made out two shadowy figures not ten feet away,
ducked down again.


“He won’t. I promise,” his companion insisted. “Who’s
going to tell him? Khufu assigned an expedition leader who’s too young and
inexperienced and lazy to figure out what we’re doing.”


The men had to be referring to Ankhu. Kauit and
Maghrab and I had stumbled onto a conspiracy. Or, rather, it had stumbled onto
us.


“The king’s son won’t take the initiative to question
our scribes. The difference between what’s actually due the king and what they
record will make us all rich. Their records will hide our theft. Ankhu will
never figure out they’ve been falsified.”


“What if he does?”


“That’s only part of the plan. One of our wealthy
companions has hired mercenaries to ambush the king’s son before he reaches
Abdju. He’ll never deliver that ridiculous statuette. He’ll be discredited – if
he survives the attack. Which he probably won’t.”


“You’d better be right this time,” the first man
snapped. “You promised Ankhu wouldn’t return from the Sinai. You promised that Ptah’s
adherents at court would lose status.”


“Why are you blaming me? Everyone we assigned to the
expedition was inexperienced or incompetent – Baka, the so–called soldiers. If
it hadn’t been for Ahmes…”


“Ahmes is going with him again.”


“He’ll have no more idea what’s happening than Ankhu.
He got lucky in the desert. He was on guard, seeking barbarians. How hard could
they have been to defeat? This time he won’t expect to be attacked. Not in the
valley. Not by mercenaries like ours. Besides, Nebit’s in charge of the
expedition, not Ahmes.”


With that the men moved off together and disappeared
into the darkness.


Kauit leaned close and whispered the obvious. “Someone’s
trying to sabotage the expedition.”


“I didn’t recognize either voice,” I whispered back. “They’re
not the only men involved, either. They’re clearly adherents of Re, and high–ranking.
Kauit, I was warned before the last expedition left for the Sinai that Re’s supporters
were hoping it would fail. Since it didn’t, they’re going after this one.” I started
to rise. “We’ve got to tell Ankhu.”


“Tell him what?” Kauit asked, grabbing my upper arm
and pulling me down beside her. “That scribes are going to falsify some
records? What records? How? That mercenaries are going to attack him to keep
him from reaching Abdju? Paid for by whom? We don’t know how or when or where
or what most of what we overheard means. We don’t have any proof. We don’t know
who’s involved.”


“But still…”


“We have no idea how Ankhu will react either,” Kauit
interrupted. “Neither of us really knows him. He’ll probably panic. He’ll
probably go to the king and make accusations. That would tip off the
conspirators. They’d no doubt cover their tracks. And why would the king
believe Ankhu anyway? Especially if he tells Khufu we’re the source of the
information – two barbarians who supposedly don’t speak your language, and you.
We need to catch the conspirators in the act and force them to name the ringleaders.”


“We?” Maghrab asked Kauit gently. “Have you forgotten
we’re running away, Sister?”


Kauit had gotten caught up in the moment. “Maghrab’s
right,” I said. “This is my problem, not either of yours.”


“Maybe not,” Kauit said thoughtfully. “Maghrab, I don’t
think we should run away after all. I think you and Ahmes and I should thwart
the conspirators – whoever they are, whatever it is they’re planning.”


“Why would we do that?” Maghrab asked, clearly
confused.


“So we can seize control of our fates.”


“How can we, Sister?”


“Which do you prefer? To live in luxury in this valley
or resume the harsh lives we lived in the Sinai, with a band of strangers since
everyone in ours is dead, controlled by a patriarch who’ll parcel us out to
whomever he pleases?”


“Isn’t that what Khufu’s doing? You to be his
concubine, me to be Nebit’s slave?”


“Ah! But I believe we can change Khufu’s mind about us,”
Kauit said. “I saw the look in his eyes the day Ankhu brought us to Giza as
prisoners and Khufu tilted my face to his. In that moment I knew he wanted me
for himself. That’s the real reason he denied me to Ankhu as wife. He wanted to
make me his concubine on the spot. But he didn’t dare. I’m a barbarian and he
and his court fear anyone who’s not like them. But Khufu’s eyes follow me
whenever I’m near. He seats me next to him at his banquets. He claims he’s
displaying me to his court every night as proof of his power and might. That’s
simply an excuse. I intrigue him. I excite him. My stories fire his
imagination. Lust has conquered his fear. Thus, his plan to make me a
concubine. But after he does he won’t be able to display me publicly anymore.
It would be an insult to his wives and courtiers. They’ll pressure him to
confine me amongst the rest of his concubines, out of sight. Once they’ve plunged
me into obscurity his wives will find a way to keep us apart until he forgets
about me. So I need to give Khufu a good enough reason to stand up to his
courtiers and wives and ignore them, a good enough reason for him to keep me
alongside him each and every day. A strong enough reason for him to make me not
his concubine, but his wife.”


Maghrab gasped.


I was stunned. Kauit? A barbarian? Married to Khufu? “What
about his wives?”


“Both twice my age,” she rejoined. “They can’t compete
with me. Anyway, it’s a large leap from one wife to two. It’s a very small step
from two to three.”


“If you say so…”


“Do you fault me for my ambition, Ahmes, for wanting
to protect my future children? For wanting to protect Maghrab? If I’m Khufu’s
wife I’ll make sure she stays out of Nebit’s hands. If you’re not behind me,
tell me right now. I have to know who my friends and enemies are.”


I didn’t hesitate. “You have my complete support,
Kauit. I’ve never met a woman I admire more. The way you tried to rally your
warriors in the defile, the way you stood up to Ankhu after your people
surrendered, the way you escaped slavery by making him fall in love with you,
the way you’ve thrown yourself into the study of our language and customs. I
believe you can do anything you set out to do.”


“How are you going to make Khufu take you as wife?”
Maghrab asked practically.


“I’m going to identify the courtiers who are
conspiring against him and bring them to justice,” she replied. “That will
prove my value to Khufu and set me apart from every other woman in this valley.
Khufu will be able to bask in my glory and no one will be able to find fault
with him for marrying me.”


“It just might work,” I said.


“With your help, Ahmes. Ankhu’s the weak link. We both
know he’s incompetent. You saved him in the Sinai and turned him into a hero. Now
we’re going to have to save him from these traitors. For if Ankhu fails to do
what Khufu’s ordered on this expedition I’ll be associated with his failure. Khufu
will never make me his wife. If Ankhu slips up I’ll have to run away before we
return to Giza after all.”


“I’m as tied to Ankhu as you,” I commiserated. “Unlike
you, I can’t run. If Ankhu fails I’ll be the one punished in his place.”


“So, to the issue at hand – stopping the conspiracy,”
Kauit said. “Interesting that they mentioned Nebit, don’t you think?”


“Yes. But was it because he’s part of the conspiracy,
or because they know he’s incompetent and will never catch on to the
conspiracy?”


“We’re going to have to watch him,” Kauit said.


“Agreed.”


“Something I overheard the other day suddenly makes
sense,” Maghrab volunteered. “I was standing outside the entrance to the king’s
audience hall. A couple of men leered at me. They knew who I was. They both
called me a wretch to my face, then laughed. After they’d said some other
things.” Maghrab colored slightly. “I acted like I didn’t understand. Then they
started talking to each other about Wepemnefert.”


“The chief scribe?”


“He usually attends whichever king’s son leads the tax
expedition to the South. But he’s sending a scribe named Sakaherka in his place
this time. Sakaherka’s young, from Abdju. He’s spent time at Nekhen and some of
the smaller towns in the region, they said. He’ll be overseeing five scribes,
all sons of members of the king’s household. Those scribes must be the ones who
are going to falsify records.”


“Makes sense,” I said. “And if Wepemnefert has hand–picked
Sakaherka, he has to be in on it too.”


“Agreed. But hearsay is hardly proof,” Kauit repeated.
“So, Maghrab and I will play dumb during the expedition and try to learn more. Nebit
will travel on Ankhu’s vessel; one of us will keep within earshot of him at all
times, just in case he lets something slip. You should enlist Senu to keep an
eye on the scribes, Ahmes – he knows how to read. Have him review the scrolls
daily – have him tell the scribes he needs to refresh his memory for his
drawings or something. Ask him to let you know if anything seems out of order.
Don’t tell him more than that.”


Senu was going on the expedition to gather more fodder
for the walls of Ankhu’s new mastaba near King Khufu’s pyramid. He’d been
thrilled when Ankhu told him.


“But the ambush… Pick some men you know and trust,
Ahmes,” Kauit said. “Send them as scouts a few days travel ahead of us to look for
anything out of the ordinary. Have them report to you regularly as we proceed
upriver. If someone is laying a trap for Ankhu we must not stumble into it
blindly.”


“I’ll send a man to enlist the overseers of Nebit’s
quays and storage facilities the length of the river. They’re loyal to me, not
him. I’ll have them keep their eyes open for anything unusual. We won’t be
caught off guard.”


 


 


***


 


 


“This is far enough from camp. We won’t be disturbed,”
I told Senu and Sakaherka.


In the two weeks since we’d left Giza we’d only traveled
three miles past Meidum. That distance would have normally taken less than three
days if we’d simply been sailing upriver, but because this section of the
valley was dotted with many small villages and large estates and pyramid temples
we’d stopped frequently, occasionally for days at a time, so Ankhu could meet
with officials and make his inspections. Our fleet was anchored for the night half
a mile upstream from where I was standing. Nebit’s overseers had been reporting
to me regularly ever since our departure, though so far they’d discovered nothing
untoward along the river ahead of us. The same couldn’t be said about the
expedition’s records. Senu had reported a discrepancy to me a few hours
earlier. I intended to get to the bottom of it now.


“Sakaherka, I’m told you spend each evening copying
the work completed each day by the scribes under your authority and you’ve
assembled a second set of scrolls,” I said.


“That’s correct, Chief,” Sakaherka replied. He sounded
uneasy, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have. “It’s wise to
have a copy in case the original gets lost.”


I turned to Senu. “You’ve compared Sakaherka’s copy for
today to the scribes’ original, Master Craftsman?”


“Discretely,” Senu replied.


“And?”


“They don’t match.”


“I can explain,” Sakaherka said hurriedly.


My hand pointedly settled on the hilt of the dagger at
my belt. “I’m waiting.”


“The scribes’ work is pathetic, Chief, full of
mistakes and omissions, disorganized… They’re miserably serving the chief of
our expedition, the king’s son Ankhu, and the king himself. They’ve understated
the share of foodstuffs and objects due the king from the villages and estates
we’ve visited so far – just a small amount at each location, but by the time
this journey ends there will be a substantial discrepancy. My version of what
is owed the king is the correct one the king’s son should submit as his report.”


“Are the mistakes honest, or deliberate?” I pressed.


“Chief… I believe them to be deliberate. All five
scribes have many years of experience. Men like them don’t make mistakes.”


“How do I know you aren’t the one falsifying records,
that you aren’t siphoning off the king’s goods for your friends – or yourself?”
I asked sharply. “How do I know you’re not blaming the other scribes for your
crime?”


Sakaherka spread his arms wide. “I’m not the one
getting drunk beside the campfire each evening, Chief, or spending the night
with wenches whenever we’re near a village or estate.”


“So, if you were standing before the king’s son right
now along with the other scribes you’d accuse them of trying to cheat King
Khufu? Their five voices against your one?” I pressed.


Sakaherka stood silent for a long time. “Chief of Tens
Ahmes,” he said at last, his words measured, “I’m a simple scribe, from the god’s
temple at Abdju. A month ago I was summoned to Giza and put in charge of the
scribes of this expedition. I don’t know why. I’ve never been in charge of anyone
before. I’m of common birth. I’ve earned my place through hard work, first at
Nekhen, then Abdju. The scribes assigned to me are all sons of high–ranking
scribes and hold their place through heredity. To accuse them would cost me
everything – even though I speak the truth.” He straightened, looked me in the
eye. “But, yes, I would accuse them in front of the king’s son.”


I placed my hand on Sakaherka’s shoulder. “I believe
you, Scribe.” I dropped my hand to my side. “Mischief is afoot in this valley.
Like you, I was put in command of the expedition’s guards for no apparent
reason, other than having served Ankhu before. My military experience is extremely
limited.” I lifted my hand to the ugly scar on my left shoulder. It still
stiffened considerably every night while I slept and had to be massaged to life
by Maghrab each morning. I turned to Senu. “I suspect Sakaherka and I have been
assigned to this expedition to be scapegoats. The final pieces of a puzzle have
just fallen into place.”


“Scapegoats?” Sakaherka asked. “Puzzle?”


I lowered my voice. “You must say nothing of what I’m
about to tell you to anyone.”


Sakaherka nodded.


“You too, Senu.”


“Of course, Ahmes.”


“There are powerful officials in the per’aa – perhaps Ankhu’s
older brothers, more likely ambitious courtiers – who are jealous of his
assignment as chief of this expedition and want to see him fail.”


“Why?” Senu asked skeptically.


“There’s a struggle going on at court between
adherents of Ptah and Re,” I replied. “They’re fighting for primacy in King 
Khufu’s funerary cult and the riches that go with it. Re’s adherents tried to sabotage
Ankhu’s mission to the Sinai, Senu – hence the assignment of the inexperienced Baka
to lead our inexperienced troops, and the lack of a healer, and maybe even
Nebit’s presence.”


“Nebit!” Senu’s eyes widened.


“I’ve learned conspirators plan to sabotage this mission – to succeed where they failed
before.”


“Unbelievable!” Senu cried.


“Or, they may simply believe they can take advantage
of Ankhu’s inexperience to steal part of what’s owed the king to enrich
themselves. The scribes under your command are accomplishing that already,
Sakaherka. If King Khufu learns his son hasn’t accurately accounted for what’s
his due, he’ll either exile him to some minor position far from Giza or order
someone to make him disappear. We all know how King Khufu treats those who fail
him. You, Sakaherka, will naturally be seen as a co–conspirator, and you’ll
meet an awful and very public fate, to serve as an example.”


“What you say sounds plausible…”


“That’s not all. The same officials don’t want Ankhu
to reach Abdju and participate in the temple ceremonies there either. They plan
to attack us and either kill him or force us to turn back somewhere between
here and Abdju. If they’re successful I’ll be publicly executed too.”


Sakaherka drew in his breath sharply. “Is there no
stopping this conspiracy?”


“Maybe. Luckily, I learned of it before we left Giza. Men
ahead of us along the river are watching for signs of anything unusual. They’ve
been reporting to me nightly. If I can learn of an ambush in advance I can at
least try to stop it.”


“Does the king’s son know?” Sakaherka asked.


“I’ve kept it from him. The less Ankhu knows the
better. That way he can’t inadvertently tip off the conspirators. Nebit sits by
his side every day, after all, and he may be involved. If the expedition fails,
Ankhu might not be held directly responsible, not knowing. The blame would fall
to the scapegoats.”


“Us,” Sakaherka said glumly.


“Or the glory, if it succeeds,” Senu averred. “Ankhu
will reward you magnificently if you defeat his enemies, Ahmes. Estates.
Position. Power. Or perhaps a woman… His half–sister, Sitba… she seems quite
taken by you.”


If you only knew. I’d been consumed by thoughts
of Sitba ever since our kiss in the garden. I lay awake on my pallet for hours
every night, imagining her lips on mine. Who knows what might have happened if
Kauit and Maghrab hadn’t interrupted us in the garden. “I seek no reward,” I
said forcefully.


“But that doesn’t mean one won’t be offered. A woman
like the king’s daughter doesn’t come along every day… Such a beauty... Surely
you’ve noticed?”


“Sitba is most… engaging.” I’d given my feelings for
Maetkra away once and she’d been taken from me. I wasn’t going to make any
public admission about Sitba.


“Not even a blind man would turn down such a reward,”
Senu averred.


“And I’m not blind, my friend,” I said. “But talk of
reward is premature. We have an imminent problem to deal with.”


“What should I do, Chief?” Sakaherka asked nervously.


“For one thing, call me Ahmes. Our lives are tied
together now – yours, mine, and Ankhu’s. Continue making copies as you have
been, as if you suspect the scribes of nothing. But each evening, when you
complete your work, deliver your scroll to Maghrab, Kauit’s handmaid. She’ll
get it to me for safekeeping. We don’t want the other scribes ‘accidentally’
destroying it.”


“Maghrab?” Sakaherka asked wonderingly. “But she’s a wretch…”


Neither man needed to know just yet that Maghrab and
Kauit were both key to defeating the conspirators. “Maghrab belongs to me,” I
said. “No one pays attention to her. She’s unquestioningly loyal. She’ll get me
your scrolls without anyone seeing. She won’t tell anyone about them either.”


“Someone’s here!” Senu suddenly cried.


A conspirator? A spy? Someone who might have overheard
everything the three of us had just discussed, though we’d kept our voices low?
I pulled my dagger, crouched.


“There’s a skirt draped over that tree trunk!” Senu pointed.
A knife glimmered in his hand too.


The dom palm leaned precariously over the river,
having fallen. The skirt was white against the shadows. 


“In the name of the great king Khufu, reveal yourself!”
I demanded in a loud voice that echoed against the far plateau.


A moment later a head appeared in the water, moving
into the open from behind a screen of reeds not far from shore, sending ripples
towards the riverbank. Whoever it was had
been listening to us. Had we indeed discovered one of Ankhu’s enemies?


I took a few steps into the river, brandished my
blade. “Rise!” I commanded.


“My Lord, I’m just a maiden. I’m bathing.” The woman sounded
terrified.


Given the situation I wasn’t about to trust her. Nebit
had supplied all of the support personnel for the expedition except servants
culled directly from the king’s household. Just like him to enlist a serving
girl to spy on me. “Stand immediately and show me your hands, that you have no
weapon.” I took another step, leveled my dagger at her. “I won’t ask again.”


The woman slowly raised both hands, then stood, the river
lapping a little below her waist. Water streamed from her long hair, splashing
musically. An amulet dangled around her neck.


I stared. The moonlight illuminated her from behind with
an unearthly glow, leaving her face in darkness, indistinct. She was an
apparition, how I’d always imagined a goddess would appear. “Senu, her skirt,” I
said, not taking my eyes off of her.


Senu retrieved it, waded into the water, handed it to me.


I tossed it to the woman. “Cover yourself. Come out of
the river.”


 











2567 to 2566 BC: 16th and 17th
Regnal Years of Khnum–Khufu


 


 


Maetkra


 


 


 


A month or so into my third year on the farm Uncle Pedubast
assigned me to tend his vineyard along with my youngest cousins. Rectangular, it
was enclosed on all four sides by mud–brick walls and bordered by tall acacia
trees. The vines grew on rows of trellises and on poles placed horizontally
across the tops of adjacent trellises. At one end of the vineyard was a
reservoir full of water and at the other a circular mud–brick vat under a
canopy. The fruit was already ripening, so I spent several weeks driving birds
away, sometimes throwing stones, sometimes flapping my arms and yelling. When
harvest day arrived I, along with the rest of Uncle’s family, moved down the
rows of vines, cutting clusters of dark purple grapes, placing them in a large reed
basket, carrying it when overflowing to the end of the vineyard and dumping it
into the vat, then repeating, over and over. When the bottom of the vat was completely
covered and mid–calf deep my aunt and female cousins and I climbed in and began
treading the fruit, all of us barefoot, holding onto ropes suspended from the
shade canopy so we wouldn’t slip and fall. Constantly, as we flattened the
grapes, the men emptied more fruit into the vat. The juice flowed steadily all
day long out of a drain into terracotta amphorae that, when filled, were sealed
with clay stoppers wrapped tight with fabric and carried away to storage huts
to ferment. Occasionally Uncle Pedubast and Ak placed residual stalks and skins
in canvas sacks. They wrung the sacks, thrusting a stick through each end and
twisting, getting a second squeezing from the grapes.


The first fruits of the harvest from each vineyard in
the area were offered the next afternoon in a nearby village at the altar of Isis.
The festival was one of many held throughout the year to celebrate planting or
harvest or the inundation or other special days, or to honor Ptah or Thoth or
Re or one of the local gods. The village was crowded with farmers and their
families from miles up and down the river. 


After the obligatory offerings had been made by the priests
the celebration began. Beef had been roasting on spits since early in the
morning, as well as waterfowl and small game. The meat was served along with
freshly–baked bread and fruit and vegetables. Wine and beer both flowed freely.
I dug in with relish; festivals were the only times I went to bed with a full
belly. After the heat broke late in the afternoon games began – running,
wrestling, archery and the sort. I watched for a while, but the unwanted
attentions of several farmers drove me to sit with a group of women in the
shade of a grove of palms. One of them was Ita, Userbat’s wife; she was great
with child. True to his word, Uncle Pedubast had married his son to her a
little more than a year ago. Userbat lived on her father’s farm now, for all
intents and purposes waiting for Ita’s father to die so he could inherit his
land and add it to Uncle’s holdings. Because of that marriage I hadn’t been
able to flee along with him and Kemtet at the start of the last inundation like
we’d planned. Every day I remained on the farm was, I knew, one day closer to Uncle
marrying me to a farmer the same way he had Userbat and Ak. The chance I’d someday
escape to Giza or elsewhere in the valley was growing ever slimmer. It was
practically inevitable I was going to spend the rest of my life on a farm,
raising some stranger’s babies, and then I’d die.


But I never expected my life would change so
drastically this very day.


Just before sunset a highly–inebriated Ak got into a
fistfight with one of the men who’d been paying attention to me. The moment I
spotted them throwing punches I rushed towards them. Before I could reach them
they were obscured by a cheering crowd, women and men loudly egging them on. I pushed
through the circle to try to make them stop. Ak had already downed his much
smaller opponent and was sitting astride his chest, pounding his face with his
fists, beating him to a pulp. Three men were trying to yank Ak off. He shoved
and tossed them aside with little effort. They sprawled in the dirt. Then Ak
rose and stood astraddle his victim, legs wide, bloody hands on hips. He spat
on him. “Don’ bother Maetkra again! Unnerstan’!” he shouted, his voice slurred.


To have a married man, my cousin, fighting another man
on my behalf was humiliating. I’d never be able to face anyone in this village
again. Ak had finally gone too far. I’d had enough of him. “Stay out of my
life!” I shouted. “Who I do or don’t choose to be with is none of your concern!”


“See ‘bout that,” Ak snarled. “Gone on long ‘nough –
you ‘voiding me.”


“It has gone on long enough,” Uncle Pedubast said
from behind me.


I turned. He’d pushed his way inside the circle,
facing Ak.


“I’ve just arranged your marriage to Waty, Maetkra,”
he told me calmly.


Waty was standing beside Uncle. He leered at me. He was
an old man, in his late fifties, bald, big–bellied, sharp–eyed. He had a
reputation as a hard man; he’d already worked three wives to death. He had a
flock of daughters; he hadn’t put a son in any of his wives’ bellies, though
not for lack of trying. Probably a dozen of those daughters were older than me,
with families of their own. He’d married them off strategically, same as Uncle
Pedubast, and thus had the potential to amass very large land holdings. Based
on Uncle’s pattern, when Waty died Uncle would gain those holdings through me. I’m
sure that was part of their agreement. That’d double the size of Uncle’s
fields. And I’d likely be young enough for Uncle to marry off again.


I’d already gone through this once, to a far better man
than Waty. I shuddered. “Please, Uncle. Don’t.”


“You’re going with Waty to his farm right now!” Uncle
told me without feeling. “You’re married.”


Ak was furious. He hurled mostly incoherent curses at
Uncle.


Nefert, watching from a few paces away, smiled triumphantly
at me; I’d finally been eliminated as her rival. Though I doubted my new
marital status was going to inoculate me from Ak; he had a propensity for harassing
married women.


Waty roughly seized my left arm.


I cried out, tried to resist.


He laughed wickedly and tightened his grip. His fingernails
dug into my skin. He was surprisingly strong. He practically dragged me to the
path that led to his home a mile or so south of the village, then along it, me
continuing to resist and kicking up dust with my bare feet and begging for him
to let me go. We’d barely left the village and the babble of voices talking
about what they’d just witnessed when the sun dipped below the rim of the western
plateau, plunging the valley and the path into ever–increasing darkness. Stars
began winking into the sky. The narrow dirt path skirted the edge of the fields
abutting the riverbank. Frogs croaked and birds and other creatures of the
night called to each other from patches of reeds and clumps of trees as we
passed. The air smelled of river mud. Wind rustled palm fronds atop the trees looming
over us. Dim light outlined the doors and windows of farmers’ huts, all at the
far western end of their fields, and even some across the river. I begged over
and over for mercy. Every time Waty snarled for me to shut up and threatened to
make me if I didn’t. I dragged my feet anyway, knowing what was going to happen
once we reached his house. He was yanking and pulling me forward with
surprising vigor for exactly the same reason. He wasn’t going to be gentle and
understanding our first night together, the way Kay had been. Or any other
night.


Just as the moon rose above the lip of the eastern
plateau, when we were perhaps three–quarters of a mile south of the village, Ak
suddenly lumbered into the path ahead of us, blocking it. Though drunk, he’d
managed to scurry across the fields and get in front of us. Probably because I’d
been holding Waty back.


“Let ‘er go!” Ak said, swaying a bit. “B’longs t’ me.”


“We’re married,” Waty snapped. “I’ve had my eye on Maetkra
for many a year. She’s going to share my bed tonight. Get out of my way!”


“Wait longer’n you,” Ak hissed. He swung his fist in a
long looping blow that connected with the side of Waty’s head.


Waty crumpled to the ground without a sound, releasing
me.


Blood splattered my face and chest and arms. I
screamed.


Waty lay on his back in the path, motionless, his legs
oddly twisted to one side. Ak stood over him for a moment, chortled, dropped a
hand–sized rock at his feet.


Blood began pooling in the dust beneath Waty’s head.
His eyes were vacant, staring unseeing at the sky. I screamed again.


Ak grabbed my left wrist, pulled me close.


I cried out in pain.


“None o’ that,” he ordered, his breath hot and pungent
against my cheek. “Our chance. Run ‘way. Been waitin’ get you alone long time.
No one spoil it.”


Dread engulfed me. I’d tried so hard for so many years
to avoid Ak. I’d failed. I was in his power now. He’d just killed a man to get
me. I knew exactly what he intended to do to me. He’d told me often enough. Falcon god, god of my family, if you really exist, help
me! I prayed. Desperately, I tried to twist from Ak’s grasp and run. Even
drunk he was too strong. I stumbled, fell to my knees.


Ak still had hold of my left wrist. I touched my right
hand to the ground to get my balance, felt the rock he’d dropped. I grabbed it.
As Ak yanked me to my feet I swung my hand and smashed the rock into the side
of his head, just above his ear. The thud was sickening. More blood splattered my
arms and chest and skirt. Ak toppled to the ground, face down, atop Waty’s legs.
I dropped the rock, looked down at him, trembling, chest heaving. Ak wasn’t
moving. I took a step away. Ak remained motionless. I took another step, then
one in a different direction. I didn’t know which way to go, or what to do. Ak and
Waty lay in the center of the path, illuminated by ever brighter moonlight. I
approached the bodies cautiously, fearfully, bent down. Ak didn’t seem to be
breathing. Dark liquid covered the side of his shaved head. I touched it. Warm
blood! I took a deep breath, inspected Waty. Ak had crushed the side of his
skull. I sprang erect, wiped my bloody hands on my skirt, leaving dark marks. I
heard someone running towards me from a distance, calling loudly, attracted by my
screams. Lighted torches were rapidly bobbing from the direction of the
village. More running men. I knew I couldn’t stay beside Ak. I’d killed him. The
villagers would accuse me of killing Waty too, since they’d all seen me
fighting to escape him. I’d be executed. Frantic, I turned and ran south along
the path, trying to distance myself from the village.


I heard excited shouts when the villagers discovered the
bodies. I ran faster, hurrying as best I could through the moonlit night. In
only a few minutes I passed the familiar side path leading to Uncle’s house. I
continued on. One way or another, I’d never see that horrible place again. I
followed the river path for another hour, running hard, stumbling over and over,
falling so many times I lost count, scraping elbows and knees, drawing blood. Every
time I got to my feet after a fall I seemed to run slower than I had been
before. Eventually my running turned into a fast walk, then an agonized
plodding, until I could hardly force my aching legs to move any more and the
very act of breathing burned my lungs. I turned off the path into the brush lining
the river, crouched in a patch of tall grass, chest heaving, sweat pouring into
my eyes, gasping for breath, listening for sounds of pursuit. I was certain
local farmers were hunting me by now, that they’d fanned out in every direction
seeking some trace of me. I was a fugitive. If I was to survive I was going to
have to make it as difficult as possible for them to find me. Instinctively, I moved
from the path directly onto the crest of the riverbank.


Moonlight sparkled like a ribbon of white upon the
water to my left. I dodged back and forth among the palms a few feet away from
the river, keeping to their shadow to avoid the revealing moonlight, praying I
wouldn’t encounter a crocodile in the darkness. I started at every noise –
everyone knew the dead stalked the night and could harm the living – what would
Ak’s ka do if it found me? Take revenge for his murder? I settled into a slow walking
pace and continued on for what seemed hours, elbows and knees and all the
places Ak and Waty had grabbed me throbbing dully. Occasionally I tripped over
a fallen tree trunk, sprawled head first onto the ground, picked myself up,
brushed off the detritus, continued on. Finally, exhausted in body and mind, I
stopped beside an extensive patch of swaying reeds stretching from the riverbank
far into the water. I shivered. Everyone knew marshy riverbanks were places of
ill omen, the home of evil spirits. But I was parched and had no choice. I
knelt and drank deeply of the river. A cacophony of croaks and buzzes and
birdsong and splashes rose all around me.


I finished drinking and sat back on my haunches and
noticed the dark stains on my white skirt. Ak’s blood and Waty’s and mine. I
stood and removed my skirt, then slipped a few steps into the water and washed
it as best I could until the stains were less prominent. Then I hung it to dry
on the trunk of a fallen palm that leaned a little over the water.


I was splattered and smeared with Ak’s and Waty’s
blood from the top of my head to my waist. My elbows and knees were crusted
with my blood and my scrapes embedded with dirt from my falls. I wished I had
some natron to scrub myself clean. I felt as if my very ka was soiled. I moved
farther into the water, deeper and deeper, until it covered my shoulders. I
felt its coolness against my hot body, its sting against my wounds. I washed
the dried blood and dirt away as best I could, starting with my face. Then I slipped
under the surface and stayed under until I could no longer hold my breath and
after I came up, gasping for air, I rolled onto my back and looked up at the
stars and floated, aimless, lost. Had this night been a dream? What was I going
to do now? How was I going to evade capture? Where could I go? I thought and
thought, tried to develop a survival plan, but none came to me. By now Ak’s
friends had probably carried the news of his murder up and down the river to
every village and farmer’s hut within miles. By now I’d be missed, and blamed.
The river valley was narrow, hemmed in by deserts. They’d send search parties
south, the only direction I could have taken to avoid the village. I felt bottled
up, already imprisoned. All I could do was continue on through the hours of darkness,
get as far south as possible, try to stay ahead of anyone who might carry news
of Ak’s murder. But my pursuers could follow straight level paths and I had to
travel the rough land next to the river to try to avoid discovery. I had a
slight head start; they had speed.


I started wading towards the riverbank to retrieve my
skirt and move on. I thought I saw movement in the clearing where I’d been
washing my skirt moments before. I stopped, sank into the water so only my head
was showing. Three men emerged from the darkness. They halted a little back
from the river, faces and bodies shadow–dappled by the palm fronds swaying back
and forth high above their heads. My pursuers! They’d already caught up to me. I
was trapped in the river, naked, helpless, gripped by terror. I slipped sideways
into the end of the reed patch and carefully parted the thick stalks and peered
at the riverbank.


All three men were bare–chested and wore white kilts.
A dagger glittered in the leather belt of the man in the middle; a golden
necklace with a number of pendants shimmered on his chest. He was a head taller
than the others – assuming they were the usual height, about five and a half
feet, I thought he must stand over six feet tall. The man to his left wore
sandals. Nothing distinguished the one on the right. I squinted but I couldn’t
make out their faces.


They engaged in a long animated discussion, their
voices so muted I caught only a few random words. None of them mentioned me or
Ak or Waty, but that meant little because I could hear hardly anything. With
luck, they’d leave the clearing and continue their search and I’d be able to
retrieve my skirt and flee. But to where? They’d be farther south, ahead of me.
I glanced over my shoulder at the distant east bank of the river. Was my only
option to swim to safety? I shuddered. Would I survive if I tried?


All at once one of the men loudly cried “someone’s
here!”


I instinctively crouched lower in the water, sending
ripples into the reeds. The tall man pulled his dagger from his belt. I’d been
discovered. I started shaking uncontrollably.


“There’s a skirt draped over that tree trunk!” A knife
suddenly glimmered in the hand of the man on the left.


“In the name of the great king Khufu, reveal yourself!”
the tall man demanded in a loud voice that echoed against the far plateau.


There was no escape. Slowly, I moved from behind the
reeds and towards the men, crouching, keeping the water up to my chin,
terrified, hopeless. They saw me and the tall man took a few steps into the
river, brandishing his blade.


“Rise!” he commanded.


I took a deep breath. “My Lord, I’m just a maiden. I’m
bathing.”


“Stand immediately and show me your hands, that you
have no weapon.” He pointed the dagger at me. “I won’t ask again.”


Slowly I raised both hands, then stood, the river
lapping a little below my waist. Water streamed from my long hair, splashed
musically on the surface of the river.


The tall man stared at me.


I wondered if he could see me blush in the bright
moonlight. His face was still shaded by the palms. I could tell only that his chest
and arms and legs were well muscled, that he was tall and lean with longish hair.


He said something to the man on his left without
taking his eyes off of me. That man retrieved my skirt and waded into the water
and handed it to the tall man, who took it without looking. He tossed it to me.
“Cover yourself. Come out of the water,” he ordered. He turned away and waded
to shore.


I donned my skirt in the water and followed after him,
bereft of hope. I’d been caught. These three men would bind me and drag me back
to Uncle. I had only hours left to live. Dirt and sand coated my feet as I took
a few halting steps onto dry land, my skirt clinging to my legs, dripping.


“Maetkra?”


My hand rose to my mouth in disbelief. “Senu?”


All at once I was in his arms and I pressed my face hard
against his shoulder and held him with all my might. Five years since I’d seen
him and now, in my hour of need, in the middle of nowhere, he was here. He wasn’t
a pursuer, come to drag me back to Uncle to be executed. He was my life–long
friend. Had the falcon god answered my prayer?


“How do you know Maetkra?” asked a voice from behind
me.


I turned my head, Senu still holding me tight. Another
shock, even greater. “Ahmes?”


If I hadn’t been in Senu’s arms I would have rushed to
him. Sudden tears welled in my eyes. The man I’d loved for so long, the man I’d
thought lost to me… the man whose marriage to me Kay had blessed in the moments
before he died... That Ahmes too was here in the middle of nowhere when I’d
never needed him more, along with Senu, and that they knew each other could
only be the falcon god’s doing. Somehow, he’d brought us all together. Ahmes was
as surprised as me. He sheathed his dagger in his belt. I noticed a nasty white
scar marring his left shoulder. I wondered how he’d gotten it, and how he’d
survived such a horrible wound. Thank the gods he had! Ahmes, my beloved! And
then I remembered the last time we’d been together, how I’d betrayed him by marrying
Kay. He’d returned to Giza before I could explain. And then he’d been exiled to
the desert by Kay simply because he loved me. He must hate me now, after the
pain I’d caused him.


Senu released me. “How do you…?” he asked, looking at
each of us in turn.


“We occasionally worked together in Giza, at the harbor,”
Ahmes replied.


Much more than work. But either Ahmes wasn’t going to betray
confidences or our past relationship no longer meant anything to him. To my
deep regret, given what I’d put him through, I had to assume it was the latter.
Now I was glad Senu had been holding me so I couldn’t try to embrace Ahmes. He’d
kept me from making a fool of myself.


“Maetkra is my milk–sister, Ahmes. My mother
practically raised her.” Senu nodded towards the third man. “Maetkra, this is
Sakaherka, the scribe overseer of our expedition.”


“Expedition?”


“We’re monitoring the collection of the king’s share of
what’s produced on estates and villages between Giza and Abdju. One of the king’s
sons, Ankhu, is Chief of the Expedition. I’ve been assigned to make a record of
everything that happens on our journey. Ahmes is Chief of Tens.”


So Ahmes had somehow escaped Kay’s exile in the desert
and come to the attention of the king and earned himself a title. That must
have made Nebit furious. I hadn’t thought about that miserable man in years. On
the other hand, I’d never stopped dreaming about Ahmes.


“Is your estate nearby, Maetkra?” Senu asked.


“Estate?”


“I saw you board Kay’s boat right after we buried
Pakhar,” Senu replied. “Nebit told me you were going south to live on one of Kay’s
estates. He told me you said the delta would have too many bad memories, with Kay
dead.”


“That news traveled south to me,” Ahmes confirmed.


“Nebit lied!” I exclaimed, furious. “Kay dictated scrolls
to his scribe Niptah as he lay dying, giving me the delta estate and the
workshops I’d created. He gave you his estate near Nekhen, Ahmes. He named you
to operate his delivery network.” And he gave me
to you. Though too much had happened for Ahmes to care about that.


Ahmes looked stunned. And why not? First exiled by
Kay, then bequeathed his precious network, neither with any explanation? There
was more to tell Ahmes, of course, in particular that he was Kay’s son. But
that was news Djedu should share, not me.


“Khenut was in the room, Senu,” I said. “She heard
everything Kay said.”


“My mother,” he told Ahmes.


“After Nebit put me on the boat I fell asleep right
away. I was exhausted. I’d been awake for two days straight. When I awoke the
next morning the boat was miles upriver, near Saqqara. Nebit had sold me to my
cousins, Ak and Userbat. They took me to Uncle Pedubast’s farm. That’s where I’ve
been living.”


“By the gods!” Ahmes shouted impotently, furious.


“We have to find Niptah, Ahmes!” Senu exclaimed
excitedly. “We’ll force him to give us the scrolls. Then we can restore Maetkra’s
estate to her, and yours to you, and take the network away from Nebit!”


“I’m sure Nebit destroyed the scrolls so he could take
everything that belonged to Kay for himself,” I said. “He was huddling with Niptah
in a corner of the room looking them over while Kay lay dying.”


“Niptah was one of Kay’s minor scribes,” Ahmes told
Senu. “Very unscrupulous.”


“I tangled with him many times,” I added.


“Seems we’ll have to again,” Ahmes said.


“Why are you bathing in the river so late at night,
Maetkra?” Senu asked. “Is your uncle’s farm nearby?”


I couldn’t tell him and Ahmes the real reason. If I
confessed I’d killed Ak they’d have to turn me in to the king’s son for
punishment. Especially someone with Ahmes’ title. He might have loved me once,
but after I’d betrayed him by marrying Kay… With a sinking feeling I realized
Ahmes must have thought I hadn’t contacted him after Kay’s death because I didn’t
love him anymore. He must hate me now for rejecting him, just as much as he did
for betraying him. Knowing I’d been imprisoned by Uncle, not living on my own
estate of my own free will, could hardly overcome the resentment that must have
built up against me in his heart for years. Why would he care what happened to
me if he gave me up to face punishment? Capturing a murderess would no doubt
gain him even more honors from King Khufu, and a measure of revenge against me.
I wanted to tell him I’d never stopped loving him, to try to fix an obvious
misconception. But I couldn’t, in front of Senu and Sakaherka. For all I knew
Ahmes was married, with a family. I didn’t want to embarrass him by confessing
my love in front of a stranger, or Senu – or subject myself to the pain of Ahmes
telling me he no longer cared for me. I’d suffered too much already tonight. “There
was a festival today, to celebrate the grape harvest. Uncle Pedubast gave me as
wife to a brutal old man a few hours ago – Waty. He was dragging me from the
festival to his house. I couldn’t go through with it – not again. So I ran away.
I’ve been running and walking south since moonrise. Uncle’s farm is miles from
here.”


“You must be exhausted and famished,” Senu said
solicitously. “We’re camped half a mile upriver. Stay with us tonight.”


“Yes,” Ahmes concurred.


I addressed him. “I have to tell you something first,
Ahmes. Something horrible. You might not want me in your camp afterwards.”


“Impossible!” Senu exclaimed.


“I wasn’t the only person Nebit put on the boat, Ahmes.
He sent your sister Kemtet south with me, as a hostage, to keep me from running
away,” I said bitterly.


“The snake! Every time I think Nebit’s sunk as low as
he can he sinks even lower,” Ahmes snarled angrily.


“Uncle and Ak and Userbat all threatened her life if I
didn’t behave,” I continued. “Even worse, the day after we reached Uncle’s farm
he married her to a priest in King Sneferu’s funerary cult. She lives in
Djedsneferu.”


“We were there yesterday, Maetkra!” Senu exclaimed. “The
king’s son was meeting with priests and officials. It’s only five miles north
of here.”


“I know several scribes who serve the king’s cult,”
Sakaherka added. “I could have located that priest if we’d known.”


Ahmes was tightly clenching his fists.


“I saw Kemtet at a riverside market a couple of years
ago,” I said. “She has a son, Ahmes – your nephew. Little Ahmes. I’m so sorry. Her
marriage and captivity are my fault. Uncle’s been watching her closely to keep
me in line. I’m terrified what he’ll do to her, now that I’ve run away. I
promised her over and over I’d save her. So I can’t go to your camp. I have to
try to rescue her tonight, before Uncle can go to Djedsneferu and make Kemtet
pay.”


“I don’t blame you for her predicament,” Ahmes said
soothingly, though I could tell he was furious. “Nebit did this to her. And to you.
I promise he’ll pay for it.” All at once he was calm, certain. He’d made a
decision. “We’ll rescue Kemtet and Little Ahmes,” he vowed. “But not tonight,
Maetkra. Your uncle will assume you’ll try to save them. He’ll have men waiting
in Djedsneferu to catch you and drag you back to your new husband. That’s what
I’d do if I was him.”


“I’ll willingly give up my freedom in return for
Kemtet’s,” I declared, though I’d pay for hers with my life. “Take me to
Djedsneferu. Trade me for Kemtet.”


“I appreciate what you’re willing to do for my sister,
Maetkra. But Kemtet’s going to have to wait.”


“I promised…”


“None of us has the luxury of leaving this expedition
to pursue a private matter,” Ahmes informed me. “Particularly this one. I don’t
dare ask the king’s son for approval to rescue Kemtet. If I do Nebit will find
out. He’ll convince Ankhu to send you to your uncle this very night.”


“But Nebit will never know. He’s in the delta,” I
protested.


“He’s overseer of this expedition’s fleet, Maetkra. He’s
sleeping on a boat anchored beside the riverbank a few hundred yards from here.”


My situation had just become immeasurably worse.


“Why don’t we go to Ankhu and accuse Nebit of his
crimes?” Senu asked. “If we can get Ankhu on our side, Nebit won’t be able to
do anything to Maetkra.”


“Nebit’s a Greatest of Tens,” Ahmes rejoined. “He’s Ankhu’s
friend. What proof do we have of his misdeeds? Maetkra said he destroyed Kay’s
scrolls. Who heard Kay’s last words, Maetkra?”


“Kemtet and Senu’s mother and me.”


“Three women. All with a vested interest in opposing Nebit.
If it comes down to Nebit’s word against yours, Maetkra, Ankhu will decide in
his favor. So, we’re going to have to wait until we’re on our way back to Giza
to rescue Kemtet. As hard as being patient will be, we have to. At least we’ll
have plenty of time to figure out a way to neutralize Nebit.”


I sank to my knees, overcome. “Now I can’t go to your
camp for sure. As you said, Ahmes, Nebit will send me back to Uncle.”


“We’re not going to abandon you, Maetkra,” Ahmes
assured me.


“That’s right,” Senu seconded.


“We’ll do everything we can to shield you from Nebit
for as long as possible,” Ahmes said. “Keep your distance from the royal
barque. Nebit rarely stirs from it. The farther we get from Djedsneferu before
he stumbles on you, the better. After he does – I’m afraid it’s inevitable – he’ll
keep you close so he can personally return you as we pass by your uncle’s farm
on our way home.”


“Nebit has estates and men all over the valley,” I
argued. “Why wouldn’t he give me to one of them to take back to Uncle the same
day he finds me?”


“I have more influence with his men than he does. To
him they’re names on scrolls. I know them personally. He won’t risk me talking
his men into taking you to safety instead of to your uncle.”


“I’m afraid he’ll try to kill you, Ahmes, to protect
what he’s stolen. He’ll assume I’ve told you about Kay’s scrolls and Uncle and
especially Kemtet. I couldn’t bear it, being the cause of your death.”


“Lie to Nebit,” Ahmes ordered. “Tell him truthfully
that you ran away from a brutal husband. Then tell him you lied to me about why
I found you where I did. Tell him you told me you went to live with your uncle specifically
because you thought I’d never look for you on his farm.”


“Wait,” Senu interrupted. “Ahmes, you said you and Maetkra
simply worked together at the harbor. Why would Nebit believe you’d look for her?”


“Nebit was convinced Ahmes and I were in love before I
married Kay,” I replied before Ahmes could answer.


“Oh…”


“Silly of him, wasn’t it, Senu?” I said flippantly. “You
and I talked plenty of times how Papa was going to marry me to a courtier to advance
himself. Why would I let myself fall in love with anyone, knowing that?”


“Tell Nebit you lied to me because you were afraid of
what he might do to Kemtet if I learned the truth about what he’d done,” Ahmes added.
“Tell him he shouldn’t punish her because you were running away from your
husband, not your uncle.”


“Won’t Nebit wonder why I’m in your camp?”


“Good point.” Ahmes pondered for a moment. “Tell Nebit
I’m so angry with you for marrying Kay that I’ve ordered you to serve me at my
fire, to humble and humiliate you. Say whatever you must to deceive him.”


“The two of you must appear to be at odds whenever Nebit’s
present the rest of the journey to make this fiction you’re concocting believable,”
Senu said. “Especially if Nebit truly believes you were once lovers.”


“Agreed,” Ahmes replied. He extended his hand. I took
it. He raised me to my feet.


Silently, I followed the three men south along the
riverbank, a thousand thoughts racing through my mind. It was bad enough I was
heading towards Nebit and eventual discovery and, despite Ahmes’ assurances,
return to Uncle and certain death. What if one of my pursuers came to Ahmes’ camp
during the night carrying news of Ak’s and Waty’s murders? I’d been foolish to
use Uncle’s and Waty’s names, I realized. Neither Ahmes nor Senu had known either
man. But the men chasing me would surely mention Uncle as well as the victims
and everyone in camp would tie me to the murders. My friends would learn I’d
lied to them and hate me for it. Right now I had no choice but to join Senu and
Ahmes and Sakaherka, but I was going to have to slip away from their camp long before
dawn and make my way to wherever it was I was fleeing. At least I knew Kemtet
would eventually be rescued; that was a weight off my shoulders. But it was
going to be hard to leave Senu, so soon after being reunited with him again.
Leaving Ahmes wouldn’t matter. In fact, it would spare me considerable
embarrassment, and him.


We soon reached camp. It occupied a clearing along the
river, surrounded on three sides by a grove of acacia trees. I counted a dozen
large tents arranged in a semi–circle facing the river with a roaring fire in
their midst. A couple of tall pavilions were off to one side, next to fires of
their own. Not surprising, for the night was beginning to get chilly. I picked
out guards and oarsmen and scribes and hunters and musicians and some priests
and a variety of lowly servants beside the fires, most of the latter young
girls. They were circulating, bearing platters of food and jars of wine.
Pennants stirred in the faint breeze atop poles before one of the tall
pavilions. I assumed it must belong to Ahmes. He had indeed risen high.


Several barques of various sizes were tied to the bank
directly opposite the fires, their lotus flower–shaped prows rising gracefully
into the sky. I hadn’t seen such vessels since leaving Giza. Torches blazed on
their decks and at regular intervals along the shore, casting a flickering light.
The largest barque was clearly royal, magnificent, nearly two hundred feet
long, graced with many pennants fluttering atop long wooden poles. Several men
were standing guard beside its gangplank, the butts of their lances on the
ground, hide shields on their arms, daggers in their belts. I heard music
coming from its deck. I assumed the barque must belong to the king’s son. I
wondered if Nebit was being entertained alongside him.


Sakaherka excused himself at the edge of camp and took
a roundabout route towards what I assumed was the scribes’ tent. He seemed to
be purposefully avoiding his fellow scribes sitting cross–legged beside their
campfire, though they appeared to be so drunk I doubted they’d notice anyone. Especially
not the two with women on their laps. I wondered why Sakaherka was being
secretive. I trailed Senu to Ahmes’ pavilion. A fire blazed before it. Ahmes
invited me to sit on a small wooden chair carved with military scenes and
decorated with hieroglyphs. He and Senu sank to theirs. Serving girls brought
plates and cups. I took a sip from my cup. Wine. Sweeter even than honey, almost
as good as that from Kay’s estate. Traveling with a royal party was apparently
good for the diet. I noted the serving girls eying Ahmes hungrily, though he didn’t
seem to notice. I couldn’t help wonder if he ever let one share his pavilion at
night. No doubt that was a benefit of rank. Probably had a high–ranking wife
too. He certainly wouldn’t have had any reason to save himself for me.


I was starved after my ordeal and ate and drank
without a word. Who knew when I’d get another meal, especially if I managed to slip
away in a couple of hours? A few guards came and went as the three of us ate, briskly
reporting to Ahmes. They all treated him deferentially and with respect.


I took the opportunity to study him more closely. He
seemed more serious somehow than when I’d known him before, and he’d been a
serious man even then. There was an air of purpose and confidence about him, of
command. He sat with his long legs stretched towards the fire, appearing to
relax, though his eyes constantly darted about the camp, missing nothing that
passed. He smiled easily and treated those who came before him with courtesy.
That hadn’t changed. His gold necklace was adorned with gold flies with gold
bodies and two flat gold wings each. I recognized them as flies of valor,
awarded by the king for extreme bravery in battle. I’d heard of them, but hadn’t
ever seen any before. I assumed Ahmes had earned them in whatever fight had
resulted in the angry scar marring his shoulder. Seeing it so close, that a
lance had apparently passed all the way through, I marveled he’d survived the
wound.


Senu laughed and joked with Ahmes between reports. I
caught Ahmes eyeing me appraisingly a few times. I suspected he didn’t
completely buy my story of how I’d come to be in the river, despite his
apparent empathy for my plight. After how I’d betrayed him with Kay, why would
he trust me?


Our meal done, Ahmes stood. “I must be up before dawn,”
he announced. “The king’s son will visit a large estate in the morning and I
must see to the arrangements.”


I noticed Ahmes’ kilt was torn in several places and
had been badly repaired. “You may recall I’m a skilled seamstress, Ahmes,” I
said formally. “May I repay your great kindness to me this evening by repairing
your garment?”


He looked at me for a moment, then laughed out loud
and went into his pavilion. He returned a moment later and threw a great pile
of clothing at my feet. “If you can find anything worth saving, have at it,
Maetkra. I’m skilled with many sharp objects, but a needle isn’t one of them.”
With another laugh he disappeared into his pavilion.


I took up the clothing and began to sort through it.
At first glance it was all in poor shape. 


Senu sat down beside me. “Seems like old times in the
workers’ village, doesn’t it?” he asked.


“Feels like a lifetime ago,” I sighed. “Tell me about
you, Senu. You said you’ve been assigned to record this expedition – does that
mean you’ve achieved your ambition to be a master craftsman?”


“Remember when you came to my master’s workshop with Kay?”


“Of course. None of the other apprentices could draw
likenesses as realistically as you. That’s why your master assigned you to
sketch Kay.”


“This is a very good time for craftsmen like me to be
alive,” Senu said enthusiastically. “I’ve seen ancient statues of kings – the
likenesses are all generic. Can’t tell one from the other. But this is an era
of greater realism. And since the king’s relatives don’t include craftsmen and
architects and engineers, the households grouped around the king’s are
cultivating the talents of men like me. My talent is being both recognized and
utilized.”


“I visited the sculptor along with Kay several times
while he carved the head,” I said. “I remember him bashing the block of
limestone with rocks to shape it, then rubbing it down with stone and some kind
of abrasive powder. I got to see it after it was covered with a heavy wash of
plaster and subtleties worked in using extremely fine abrasives. When the sculptor
finished the head looked exactly like Kay. I assume it was buried with him in
his tomb.”


“I sketched a number of men after Kay,” Senu said. “Khufukhaf,
one of the king’s most important sons, was particularly pleased. When the king
ordered a craftsman to go on the barbarian expedition to document its success
he recommended me. The king was very pleased with my drawings.”


“Barbarian expedition? King?”


“I suppose you wouldn’t have heard about it. Four or
five months ago a band of Shasu massacred over a hundred of King Khufu’s copper
miners in the Sinai. Ahmes brought the news to Giza. The king assigned his son Ankhu
to punish the barbarians and retrieve the copper they’d stolen. Ahmes claimed
he could find the barbarian camp so the king sent him as guide. I was assigned
to record Ankhu’s triumph. I met Ahmes for the first time on board the command
boat at the start of the expedition. Anyway, the king had ordered Nebit to put
together a fleet and deliver Ankhu to the Sinai, but Nebit was, as always, useless.
So Ahmes stepped in and organized fleet and supplies and beasts and men and led
us up the river and across the desert and over the Eastern Sea into the Sinai.
A captain of tens named Baka took over the expedition then. He was as incompetent
as Nebit. One afternoon the Shasu ambushed us and killed half our men. That
night Ahmes led those of us who could still walk in a surprise attack on the
barbarian camp and we killed or captured every one of the Shasu. Ankhu executed
the survivors.”


“The scar on Ahmes’ shoulder?”


“During the ambush the barbarian’s fiercest warrior
lunged at Ankhu with his lance. Ahmes jumped in front of him.”


I gasped.


“Ahmes had presence of mind enough and strength enough
to gut the barbarian with his knife as he fell. That saved us all. With their
leader dead the barbarians melted away into the desert. I myself pulled the
lance from Ahmes’ shoulder.” Senu shook his head. “I still cringe, just
thinking about it.”


“I never knew being a master craftsman could be so
dangerous,” I said. “But I’m so glad your dream’s come true.”


“It has, Maetkra. It has!” he exclaimed. “Ankhu’s my
patron now. Decorating his tomb and rooms will keep me employed for years. Of
course, I have to decorate the king’s temples first.”


“You’ve been chosen by King Khufu too?” I queried,
amazed.


Senu smiled broadly and nodded. “I was petrified the
day I showed him my expedition drawings. I never dreamed I’d be face to face
with a living god. And he liked my drawings, Maetkra! Anyway, Ankhu promised me
I’ll have a home close beside my old master’s in Akhet Khufu when we return to Giza
after this expedition. It’ll no doubt be small, but Mother and Father will live
with me.” He paused for a moment. “And my wife.”


“Oh, Senu! Married! Tell me about her.”


“It happened a few weeks ago. The king ordered me to
display my drawings at a banquet he gave to celebrate Ankhu’s triumph over the
barbarians. I was describing the scenes to various courtiers when I saw Satamun
for the first time. I fell for her on the spot. We stayed up all night talking
after the banquet. She’s a dancer in the king’s per’aa – his best dancer. She’s
seventeen. Leaving her behind at Giza is the only thing I regret about this expedition.”


“Beautiful, no doubt?”


“Most assuredly.” Senu smiled broadly.


“Too soon for children?”


Senu grinned. “When the expedition’s over… It’s taken
us weeks to get this far, Maetkra, with all our stops. Ankhu’s been assessing
the status of the valley. It’s a critically important task. Past kings sent viziers
to make the assessment, but since Vizier Hemiun is overseeing pyramid
construction King Khufu always sends one of his sons instead. It’s a coveted
assignment. This year he made Ankhu chief of the expedition, a very
controversial choice, as it turns out. The king has more than a dozen sons and
daughters by his wives, if you didn’t know.”


“I met King Khufu once, even spoke to him,” I said. “Kay
took me to a banquet in the per’aa. I know every royal by sight. Or did. That
banquet was so long ago.”


“This is Ankhu’s first diplomatic task and he’s
naturally anxious to make a success of it and please his father and establish a
future for himself,” Senu continued. “He’s brought along one of the Shasu he
captured, a woman. He shows her off at every major village, as King Khufu ordered,
to proclaim the king’s might. Her name’s Kauit.” Senu lowered his voice and his
eyes darted around the clearing to see if anyone was listening. “She’s untamed,
Maetkra. Her father was the chieftain of the Shasu who massacred the copper
miners. She actually fought against us! She and her handmaid, Maghrab, were the
only Shasu that Ankhu spared. He claimed Kauit as a prize of war and made her his
slave.” He leaned close. “During the journey from the Sinai to Giza, Kauit cast
some kind of barbarian spell on Ankhu. He asked the king to let them marry in
front of the whole court.”


“Did he? Let them?”


“No. Kauit’s undeniably exotic and beautiful. But can
you imagine? A king’s son and a wretch? I thought Ankhu had lost his mind
proclaiming his love publicly – the king had ordered Ankhu to execute ever
single barbarian, and by letting Kauit live Ankhu had defied his order. But the
king decided to let Kauit live so he could parade her around as a trophy, as Ankhu
does every time there’s a banquet in a town or village as we journey.” Senu
shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong, Maetkra – I like Kauit well enough. But as
a member of the king’s household? Sometimes Ankhu’s too impetuous for his own
good. Everyone in the king’s immediate family – including him – knows he must take
a chief wife, a woman from an influential family, if he’s to rise high in the court.
In fact, according to Ahmes, King Khufu ordered Nebit to identify a wife for
Ankhu somewhere between here and Abdju. Don’t tell anyone – Ankhu doesn’t know.
Even though Kauit does.”


“What about the handmaid?” I asked.


“Maghrab’s alive thanks to Ahmes,” Senu said. “She was
ten years old then, just turned eleven a few days ago. She was clinging to
Kauit when the executions began. A guard was about to run her through when
Ahmes intervened. He convinced Ankhu she was a healer. Whether she really was I
don’t know, but since we had many wounded Ankhu let her live. Good thing, too.
She’s the one who nursed Ahmes back to health. Ankhu gave Maghrab to Ahmes, in
thanks for saving his life.”


“She’s Ahmes’ slave?”


“She is, though he doesn’t treat her like one.”


I assumed Maghrab shared Ahmes’ pavilion at night.
What man could resist such temptation, especially when he was a girl’s master? “How
does Ahmes’ wife feel about him having a slave and being alone with her on an
expedition?”


Senu laughed. “Ahmes isn’t married, Maetkra.” He
lowered his voice again, glanced in the direction of the pavilion. “He could be
if he wanted, though. Once his exploits became known at Giza all the unattached
women in the per’aa started swarming around him, even the royals. They were
chased off by Ankhu’s half–sister, the king’s daughter Sitba. She monopolized
him.”


My heart fell. “I saw her at a banquet years ago. She’s
gorgeous.”


Senu nodded. “King Khufu holds a banquet nearly every
night, some big, some small. Sitba brought Ahmes to every one while we were at Giza.
She’s got it bad for him, I think. And on this expedition only Ankhu garners
more attention from local women than Ahmes, and not by much. After all, what
chance do they have to win one of King Khufu’s sons? But a chief of tens… As
far as Sitba, it’s not unheard of for a royal to marry a commoner if he rises
high enough. King Khufu has plenty of daughters – legitimate and illegitimate –
to go around.”


Sitba wouldn’t be stupid enough to turn Ahmes down if
he asked her to marry him, I thought ruefully. And why wouldn’t he ask? She was
stunning. He’d be able to rise high in the king’s household with her at his
side. It was Kay and me all over again, with the positions reversed. I tried to
fight down the jealousy rising in me. After all, there was no chance of Ahmes
and I reuniting, because of what I’d done. But jealousy rose just the same.


“Is Maghrab one of these girls serving us?” I asked,
scanning the clearing.


“No. She stays with Kauit on the royal barque, day and
night. Ahmes accepted ownership of Maghrab from Ankhu while we were in the
Sinai simply to protect her – you can guess what lonely men might have done in
the middle of a desert to an attractive girl. Or even an ugly one. But Ahmes
doesn’t command her.”


What’s wrong with me, thinking
the worst of Ahmes? He’d been a wonderful man all those years ago. I’d wanted
to marry him for good reason. We’ve been apart because of me, not him. Maybe I’m
not thinking clearly right now because of the stress I’m under. Best not to
talk about Ahmes anymore to keep from slipping up and saying something I
shouldn’t. After all, Senu never knew about my relationship with Ahmes and it’s
better to keep it that way, especially after the lie I’ve already told him
about us. “Why do you have to go along on these expeditions, Senu? Couldn’t
the king’s son just describe his successes to you after he returns home?”


“Ankhu wants me to see his deeds for myself so I can
properly and accurately proclaim them for eternity. He likes me to sketch what
he does every day, when his deeds are fresh in his mind, so nothing will be
forgotten. He likes me to show him. He craves glory. He actively seeks it.”


I picked out the most likely garment from the pile and
began to carefully rip out earlier repairs. Ahmes had been right – he didn’t
have a clue how to properly sew. “Do you see the king’s son and the barbarian
often?” I asked.


“I travel by day on the royal barque, Praise of the
Two Lands,” Senu said proudly. “It’s an older vessel, built during the
reign of King Sneferu. I spend most of the day sketching Ankhu and occasionally
Kauit.” He paused. “And avoiding Nebit.”


I shivered at the mention of his name. “Do you sleep
in Ahmes’ pavilion?”


“No. In that small tent, there.” He pointed a few
paces away.


“You seem to be close to Ahmes.”


“Being ambushed by barbarians will do that. Frankly, both
fights I was in with him were awful experiences. I thought I was going to die.
I’ll tell you about them in detail some day.” He shook his head. “Anyway, Ahmes
and I came to rely on each other on that expedition. We saw each other daily at
  Giza afterwards, getting ready for this expedition. Now we keep each other
from getting bored at night – we play a lot of Senet in the evenings. I eat at
his fire.”


“Why doesn’t Ahmes sleep on the barque with the king’s
son?”


“He couldn’t mobilize his men in case of danger if he
was trapped on the water.”


“Do you expect danger?” I asked.


“It’s always best to be prepared,” Senu replied
somewhat evasively.


“What’s the king’s son like?” I asked, beginning to
carefully stitch Ahmes’ kilt.


“I tell you this only because I know you won’t repeat
it, Maetkra. Frankly, Ankhu has great ambition but little talent. For years he’s
been in charge of the king’s dining and audience hall in the per’aa at Giza.”


“Leading expeditions seems quite a leap.”


“It was sheer happenstance Ankhu was put in charge of
punishing the barbarians – he was the only one of the king’s sons available the
day Ahmes brought news of the massacre to Giza. But Maetkra, all of us would
have died in the Sinai if Ahmes hadn’t killed the barbarians’ fiercest warrior
after they’d ambushed us, then forced the king’s son to attack their camp that
very night – and that while barely able to stand after being horribly wounded.”


“Ahmes forced Ankhu?”


“Ankhu was disheartened, confused, defeated, ready to
run for home – like the rest of us. Only Ahmes was thinking clearly. He rallied
every man who could still fight. He planned the attack on the barbarian camp,
got us in position, then told Ankhu what commands to issue and when. Ankhu, of
course, received all the credit for the victory. It earned him oversight of this
expedition. Ankhu may be its royal face, but it’s Ahmes who’ll ensure it
succeeds. If it does.”


“Is Ankhu as frightening as King Khufu?” I asked.


“Quite the opposite. He’s well–educated and
approachable and friendly and loves to have a good time. No woman can resist
him – at least none we’ve met on the trip so far have, and none in the per’aa before
we left. Ankhu may love Kauit, but he expects to marry in addition a daughter
of an influential man and eventually become chief of a region in the South, or
an estate in the delta. Of course, Ankhu’s many older brothers will have
something to say about that.”


A serving girl appeared and refilled Senu’s cup with
wine. She regarded me with disdain. I didn’t blame her – every servant in the
clearing was better dressed and better fed than me. My skirt was ripped and
darkly stained despite my having washed it out. I was conscious that my ribs
were showing.


“Ahmes is convinced Ankhu will rise high despite
himself,” Senu continued after a long drink. “He believes Kauit will push him
to great heights.”


“A barbarian woman?”


“I know,” Senu said, shaking his head. “Ahmes has far more
faith in her abilities than I do. I think she’s cast a spell over Ahmes too, so
that he doesn’t see her as she really is. She’s a wretch through and through,
Maetkra. Can’t even speak our language. No one in the king’s household will
ever take Ankhu seriously if the king eventually gives him permission to make Kauit
a minor wife. She’s an anchor drawing him down.”


“Tell me about her.”


“Untamed, as I said. She doesn’t know our customs or
way of living. I think she understands a few words of our language, but I’m not
sure. Ahmes has tried to teach her but it hasn’t taken. Kauit was either ignored
or mocked to her face by King Khufu’s daughters and the wives of his sons and
courtiers in the month she lived in the per’aa before we set out on this
expedition. I witnessed it. If she marries Ankhu and gives him children they
won’t be his heirs, even if they’re born before those of his chief wife.” Senu
placed his hands on his knees and pushed himself to a standing position. “I too
must rise early, Maetkra. I have to attend Ankhu when he makes his inspection,
to record his deeds. It’s good to see you again after all these years.”


“You too, Senu.” I reached up and took his hand and
pressed it.


He pointed to a tent across the way. “The serving
women sleep there. Join them when you tire.”


“I will, as soon as I finish this kilt,” I said.


But after I mended the first garment I picked up
another and began stitching it. I was on edge, alert. I knew I had to stay
awake in case pursuers appeared so I could disappear into the darkness. Just
like Ahmes wouldn’t be trapped on a boat, I wouldn’t be trapped in a tent or
caught because I’d fallen asleep. And so I worked as the stars wheeled across
the sky, bent over, my practiced fingers moving swiftly in the flickering
firelight, my senses alive to the night sounds around me, my mind racing,
wondering what I’d do when morning came, where I’d go, how I’d survive.


And, gazing from time to time at Ahmes’ pavilion, I
couldn’t help wonder how different my life would have been if I’d run away from
Kay and escaped to Ahmes in the Sinai. Papa would have suffered for it, and
Ahmes, but we’d be together. I’d probably have given him a couple of children
by now. I’d never have been a courtier, but I wouldn’t be a murderess fleeing
the king’s justice either, with Ak’s death on my conscience. But there was no
possibility of being with Ahmes now, or resurrecting our relationship, even
though I was finally free of Uncle. I’d lied to Ahmes tonight. And he’d hated
me, for years, because he thought I’d rejected him. Surely that had killed
whatever love he’d once had for me. Plus, I was going to have to flee within
the day. That Ahmes had been kind enough to feed me and give me sanctuary in
his camp was far more than I had any right to expect. I was so intent on my
work and so lost in thought that when I sensed someone standing beside me I
cried out in alarm. I looked up to see Ahmes outlined against a sky just
beginning to lighten in the east.


“I didn’t mean to frighten you.” Ahmes sank to the ground
beside me, took a carefully folded kilt from what was now a quite tall pile,
inspected it. “You’ve worked all night?”


I flexed my aching back and shoulders and straightened
my cramped fingers. I realized my left arm was sore where Ak had seized me and
by the dim light I saw it was darkly bruised. As was my right bicep, where Waty
had clamped his fingers around me. I hoped no one else would notice, especially
not Ahmes. That would raise questions, for I hadn’t portrayed my escape from
Waty as particularly violent. At least my skirt covered my scraped knees,
though I hadn’t been able to completely wash out the bloodstains. The stains
were smudges, just not overly dark. “I guess I lost track of time. You really
should learn how to sew properly, or find someone to do it for you,” I chided.
The moment the words were out of my mouth I cringed. Where did I get off,
speaking that way to a man with Ahmes’ title?


He laughed. “You’re right, Maetkra. But, truth be
told, how I dress doesn’t matter out on the desert. Only on this expedition
when I’m with the king’s son, visiting villages and towns and temples and estates.
Thank you for what you’ve done. I suspect Ankhu will be surprised to see me
dressed decently for a change.”


“Well, this pile should last you a while,” I said.


He set the kilt he’d been holding atop the rest. “I’ve
missed you, Maetkra,” he said, suddenly serious.


“How could you?” I asked. “I betrayed you when I
married Kay. Then he exiled you to the desert because of me, took everything
from you. Then you thought I’d abandoned you after he died.”


“When I learned you were living on an estate and you
didn’t send for me I assumed you didn’t love me any more,” Ahmes admitted. “I
know better now. I didn’t hate you then – I was just utterly sad. I didn’t hate
you for marrying Kay, either. What else could you have done, Maetkra? Accept Nebit
or Iufaa? Frankly, I welcomed being exiled to the desert after your marriage. I
literally ached for you. I was glad to be so far away, where I didn’t have to
see you with Kay and constantly be reminded of my loss.” He took hold of my
hand. “Say the word and I’ll make you mine today, Maetkra.” He raised my
fingers to his lips and kissed them.


I wanted to scream yes. I loved Ahmes with all my
heart. He still loved me. But I couldn’t be with him because I loved him so much. I was a murderess. I
couldn’t put his life in jeopardy along with mine. I pulled my hand away. “Senu
tells me the king’s daughter Sitba is in love with you. You should marry her.
She’ll raise you high.”


“The only reason I’m interested in Sitba is because I
thought you’d rejected me,” Ahmes said defensively. “She and I barely know each
other. Anyway, a commoner and a king’s daughter…”


“You’re better off with her.”


“I’m not good enough for you anymore?” he asked,
bewildered. “Do you need a more important husband, after being married to Kay?”


“Not at all, Ahmes. This is about me. I’ve done things
since the last time you saw me. Terrible things.”


“What?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“Whatever you did, it was because Nebit thrust you into
a situation beyond your control. You’re a good person, Maetkra. I won’t take ‘no’
for an answer. Not now. Not after losing you and finding you again.”


“You must.”


“You’re in shock, Maetkra. So much happened last night.
How long has it been since you’ve slept? More than a day? You’re not thinking
clearly. So you’ll join this expedition. You’ll rest. You’ll eat. You’ll change
your mind – in time.”


I wouldn’t. But there was no point arguing with Ahmes.
Not when I’d be gone from his camp before nightfall.


Camp was stirring to life. Senu stumbled sleepily from
his tent, rubbing his eyes, then seated himself alongside Ahmes and me. Moments
later girls placed food and drink before us. I ate as I hadn’t in years, two
and a half plates full. The variety of victuals was amazing – fish, fresh fowl,
dates, figs, onions, hot bread with honey, all washed down with wine. As I swallowed
my last bite I looked up to see Ahmes thoughtfully regarding me. Now that it
was daylight I realized I must look a fright, wearing nothing but a torn filthy
threadbare skirt and my talisman. I imagined my eyes must be red and bleary–looking
after a night with no sleep.


“You have an appetite,” Ahmes observed.


I blushed. “Uncle practically starved me. I was always
the last to eat, whatever was left.”


“It’s no wonder you’re so gaunt and stick–thin,” he
said, scanning me from head to toe. “You were right to run away.”


It was rare that a man looked my body over out of
concern, not lust. Only Ahmes had never treated me as Ak and Userbat and Nebit
and so many others had. Instantly I hated myself for lying to him when he found
me in the river. His eyes were still so kind, though they were tinged with both
sadness and betrayal. I wondered that he was treating me so civilly, and with
such gentleness and dignity, after what had happened between us. After years of
living in the utter darkness of my cousins, Ahmes seemed like a bright sun.
But, unknown to him, I’d already betrayed him a second time. But how could I
confess to being a murderess?


Ahmes commented on the object dangling around my neck.
“That odd amulet – didn’t Pakhar wear it?”


“It’s an heirloom of my family, handed down for
generations beyond counting,” I said. I wasn’t about to tell its true story or
its great age, for who outside my family would believe it? Kay had occasionally
mentioned my heritage when talking with courtiers, hoping to increase his
status. It hadn’t. “I took it from Papa after he died.”


 


 


***


 


 


“Come with me into the countryside,” Senu insisted after
Ahmes departed for the royal barque.


“I should stay here,” I replied. I’d be too easy to
spot in the royal caravan and I wouldn’t be able to escape my pursuers. In camp
I could see an enemy approaching from a long way off and run for the river or
desert.


“Nonsense,” Senu said. “I’m going to spend the entire
day trailing after Ankhu, sketching him. Half the time he’ll be listening to
some local official or estate overseer drone on and on. I could use the
company. I’d like to get caught up on your life.”


“What about Nebit? Won’t he be with the king’s son?”


Senu laughed. “Abandon the royal barque and its food
and luxuries and beautiful serving girls? Not likely. Besides, remember how I
mentioned Nebit’s supposed to identify a chief wife for Ankhu? He spends every day
interviewing local officials and their daughters on the barque, dozens of them.
He lets the ones who pass muster attend Ankhu’s nightly banquet, either hosted
by a local official in the village or aboard the royal barque.”


“Pass muster? I suppose that means women who are beautiful
enough?”


“Beauty has nothing to do with it,” Senu replied. “The
size of the bribe a father pays is what matters.”


“Really?”


“Maghrab’s overheard Nebit making demands of the men
who approach him. He’s getting rich carrying out the king’s orders. But he’s
not carrying them out the way King Khufu intended.”


“Nebit’s always been greedy,” I said, disgusted. “But
I can’t go, Senu.” I indicated my skirt – ragged, dirty, darkly stained. “I’d
embarrass you, dressed like this.”


Senu pointed to the tent across the way. “Go see the
serving women. Tell them they’re ordered in the name of Chief of Tens Ahmes to
give you a suitable dress.”


Fifteen minutes later I joined Senu, wearing a rough
white linen garment that covered me from waist to ankle, held up by two wide
linen straps that attached in front and looped around my neck and partially covered
my chest. I’d gotten use to such fabric at Uncle’s farm. He’d never wasted any
fine linen on me. Senu slung his bag of papyri and supplies over his shoulder
and I followed him to a spot at the end of the procession heading towards a nearby
estate. Four porters were carrying Ankhu in a sedan chair at its head, flanked
by Ahmes and several of his guards, with scribes and priests and minor
functionaries and fan bearers and a sandal bearer and other servants trailing
after. Two porters were lugging a highly–decorated wooden throne.


The estate was surrounded by vast green fields, the
mud–brick house and its outbuildings midway between river and desert. It was a fraction
of the size of Kay’s in the delta. This estate belonged to the king himself,
according to Senu; its overseer was taking a livestock census and welcomed Ankhu
with a long flowery speech. The counting yard was crowded and noisy with the
cries of men and bawling of cattle, the air full of choking dust. The overseer showed
Ankhu to a raised wooden platform beneath a wide canopy of woven mats
overlooking the yard. Porters set the throne in place and Ankhu seated himself.
The overseer took a modest chair to his left. Scribes were sitting cross–legged
in a row on the platform to the overseer’s left – I assumed some of them belonged
to the overseer and the rest to Ankhu. I recognized the five who’d been drinking
beside the campfire last night. Bare–chested herdsmen wearing dirty linen kilts
began moving the solid and dappled and spotted cows past the platform for the
scribes to count. I studied the beasts with practiced eye; they were not as large
and fat as those that grazed the rich clover of the delta. A few herdsmen were limping
badly; I’d learned on Kay’s estate that being crippled by a cow’s kick was a
professional hazard. Herdsmen looped ropes around the horns of a few cows that stubbornly
refused to budge and pulled them forward. They prodded others with long staffs.
Dust rolled across the counting ground and covered everyone and everything.


“The scribes are recording each animal to properly
apportion the herd between the king and this estate,” Senu told me. “Livestock
breeding is so important that the biannual census is the basis for counting the
years of a king’s reign.”


News of Ankhu’s arrival had spread throughout the nearby
valley, for an ever–growing number of the overseer’s friends and neighbors and
local farmers were crowding the perimeter of the yard, men and women whispering
and pointing excitedly. Most had never seen a king’s son before and never would
again. Ankhu held a long staff and sekhem scepter in one hand, symbols of his
authority, their butt ends resting on the platform. He wore a wig and a nemes
headdress of stiffened linen with blue and white stripes and his dark twinkling
eyes were outlined with kohl. A golden pectoral lay upon his broad bare chest.
His shendyt was immaculate white and his sandals were leather and I thought him
even more handsome now than he’d been the first time I’d seen him at the king’s
banquet. He was probably five years younger than Ahmes, nowhere near as tall, possibly
a year or so older than me. He exuded confidence and authority. He chatted
easily with the overseer; in fact, he seemed to have put everyone in his
vicinity at ease – diametrically the opposite of his father, from what I’d
observed. He smiled often and engagingly at the women gathered around the
counting yard. Most gazed at him adoringly. Senu had not exaggerated his effect
on women.


A fan bearer swished a wide fan of white ostrich
feathers back and forth behind Ankhu to keep him cool. I estimated nearly three
dozen plumes, alternating white and brown, stuck in a golden base decorated
with a scene of Ankhu hunting ostriches. His sandal bearer stood next to him.
Ahmes was at attention close by, scanning the crowd relentlessly. I wondered
why he was being so observant. How dangerous could an inventory be? As a herdsman
forced one particularly obstinate steer past the platform Ankhu leaned over and
said something to Ahmes that made him laugh. Ahmes’ guards stood in a circle
around the platform, a barrier between the people and king’s son. They were
dressed in white kilts with serrated copper daggers tucked into their leather
belts. Each bore a shield of thick cowhide stretched over a wooden frame. Some
carried lances, others clubs. A few carried bows, with quivers full of arrows
slung over their shoulders. They were all sweating in the hot sun.


Senu led me to the end of the platform where scribes
were writing. Sakaherka was walking back and forth behind them, looking over
their shoulders, watching them cover their scrolls with hieroglyphs. Senu took
a seat at the very edge of the platform, in the shade. He opened his bag and
laid out his ostraca and ink cake and waterskin and reeds.


“Sit by me,” he whispered.


I was quite used to scribes, from the Administrative Building
at Giza and the records room on Kay’s estate. As always, these fascinated me as
they swiftly covered papyrus with their familiar symbols. They sat cross–legged,
their sheets spread on their laps, the cases they used to carry their reed
writing instruments and dried ink cakes and water pots strewn carelessly behind
them. The scribe nearest me was mixing ink on a stone palette for the others to
use.


“He’s combining the ink cake with water and gum, a
binding agent,” Senu told me. “The black comes from soot or charcoal or burned
animal bones, the red from ocher. The beginning of a paragraph is written in
red ink. Black is used elsewhere. The inventory of barley is recorded entirely
in black ink and emmer in red.”


“I’m aware of the rules,” I said. “We took an
inventory on Kay’s estate too. All of this is familiar to me.”


Four scribes were writing in cursive using reed
brushes. They’d no doubt be shocked to learn I was their equal. I watched one scribe
glue a length of papyrus to the end of another, creating a scroll that could be
rolled up at the end of the day. I noted all the scribes were wearing amulets
bearing the baboon emblem of Thoth, the scribe and record–keeper of the gods.


I turned towards Senu and was surprised to see he was
sketching me. With a few quick strokes he captured my essence, just as he had Kay
so long ago.


“My master at Akhet Khufu broke me of drawing like
this,” he said.


“Khenut told me that once. She didn’t say exactly why.”


“Every workshop, Maetkra, no matter what the craft, is
controlled by the king. He sets the style for everything. We craftsmen at Giza
are closely monitored by Vizier Hemiun to ensure we follow the approved forms that
convey the concepts that are the foundation of our society.”


“What does that mean?”


“Because hardly anyone can read, our pictures and
statues must be easy for everyone to understand. For example, a seated person
has higher rank than someone standing. A man with his arm stretched forward
horizontally and his palm up is addressing a superior. A man holding his arms
slightly apart with both palms up is a supplicant. A man holding his arms against
his side with his palms resting against his legs is showing respect. These are
just some of the standards all craftsmen follow. Thus we have maat, or order,
throughout the valley. Let me make another drawing of you in the approved way.”


Senu grabbed a fresh sheet of papyrus. “The world must
have order and balance.” He wielded his reed and a grid of horizontal and
vertical lines appeared upon the papyrus. “It’s our duty as craftsmen to honor
the traditions handed down since before the time of the first king. Every image
must conform to a grid like this, six rows high by three columns wide. The
lines must be north to south, like the river, and east to west, like the path
of the sun. All figures must rest on a flat baseline.” He pointed to the
bottommost line. “We place the knee at the second line from the bottom, or
one–third up the grid. The buttock goes on the third line, or halfway. We set
the elbow on the fourth line, two–thirds up. We show shoulders from the front, the
torso from the side, a single breast if the drawing is of a woman, the entire
eye. We always show the face in profile. Red skin implies vigor; yellow is used
for women or middle–aged men who work indoors. For royals, blue or gold
represent their divinity, and black the fertility of the soil. We craftsmen
strive to show the timeless ideal of beauty, not a true likeness. The drawings
are idealized, for use in the Afterlife. We portray men as imposing and in
their prime, and women as young and beautiful. Only with the face do we have
any leeway for true portraiture.”


Senu bent once more over the papyrus, and when he was
done sketching he showed it to me. The portrait seemed stiff, formal, unreal.


“I prefer the original.”


He laughed. “In my heart, I agree. But anyone can see
from this second portrait you’re a seamstress of lowly birth. They’ll be able
to tell that tomorrow and a thousand years from now. This is the way of drawing
I mastered.”


“But it’s not how you record the expedition, or make portraits
for the sculptors.”


“After my master spent years breaking me of my style
of drawing, he allowed me to resurrect it to serve the sculptors. As far as
these drawings I’m making for Ankhu, I’ll convert them to the approved style
before I decorate his tomb and rooms, and the king’s temples. But these help me
remember the details better.” Senu removed some small instruments from his bag.
“Along with mastering style, I mastered the magic formulas that go along with
being a craftsman,” he added. “The universe is full of magic, Maetkra. We
craftsmen recite magic formulas as we work.”


“I do the same when I sew,” I told him.


“Now, I must carry out the Opening of the Mouth
ritual, for this drawing of you is a new creation.” He touched his instrument
to the mouth, eyes, nose and ears of my portrait, all the while chanting in a
low voice. I’d done the same to Papa in his grave, using the talisman. “Now
this picture lives,” he said proudly.


The census complete, the procession reorganized and
moved along the riverbank to the next estate, and the next, and finally to a
small village, counting and inspecting herds and crops and granaries and
vineyards and everything produced by the people and owned by the king. The
crowd swelled as the day wore on.


As much as I watched the scribes and Senu – I was
amazed at the ease with which he captured Ankhu’s essence, over and over – I
watched Ahmes even more – carefully, so he wouldn’t discover me watching – yet
constantly. It was excruciating, being so close to a man I’d never stopped
loving, never stopped craving, knowing I was going to leave him once again, and
once again without explanation. He’d be better off, I knew, but I supposed he’d
hate me then, for real. My eyes were drawn to the scar so prominent on his
shoulder. It was disfiguring, but somehow it enhanced his quiet authority and
strength. Ankhu might indeed be a sun, I decided, but Ahmes was an only
slightly lesser star. The stares and whispers of local women confirmed my
assessment. I remembered acting just like them around him all those years ago,
only far more boldly. I remembered his response.


But at no point during the day did I let Ankhu or Senu
or Ahmes become distractions. From the moment I joined the procession I constantly
scanned the crowd for some sign of danger, constantly looked over my shoulder
to see if I’d been followed to this area, near a village only two away from Uncle
Pedubast’s farm. Once I caught sight of a vulture circling high in the sky and
shivered, terrified – everyone knew they ate the flesh of the dead. I wondered
if it was circling Ak’s body. Though surely he’d have been buried in the desert
sand by now. At every stop during the day I plotted an escape route. Despite my
almost complete exhaustion – I’d been awake since dawn the prior day – the fear
of being caught and handed over for execution kept me alert and wary. But try
as I might I couldn’t figure out exactly what my next move should be. I’d spend
tonight in camp, as I had the prior one. Tomorrow morning, when Ankhu and his
retinue boarded their vessels and headed upriver, I’d slink away into a copse
of trees and hide until the boats disappeared from sight. After that, I hadn’t
a clue. I couldn’t return to my old home at Giza and get a job supporting the
pyramid workers; someone from Uncle’s region would come to work there during
the inundation and recognize me, and then all would be lost. So my best bet was
to head towards the unknown towns and villages of the Deep South, the same
direction Ahmes was sailing. I remembered Papa’s stories – my family had resided
for centuries at a settlement called Nekhen. Maybe that’s where I should go. But
how, with nothing but the clothes on my back, was I to reach safety?


Shortly after nightfall those of us in Ankhu’s retinue
returned to camp. Half an hour later I stood next to Senu near Ahmes’ pavilion,
not far from the royal barque, observing as local officials arrived for a feast
Ankhu was hosting aboard his vessel. Senu had changed into his best clothes,
for he was to attend and make a record of it. Blazing torches lit both sides of
the gangplank and a large oval space on the shore at its end, Ahmes’ guards
standing stiffly at attention around the perimeter. Musicians were playing on
the barque’s deck, the sound wafting towards camp. Senu named dignitaries for
me as he quickly sketched the scene. Ankhu was greeting his guests at the foot
of the gangplank, smiling and chatting easily with everyone, especially the
daughters of officials. Nebit was introducing them individually to him. I
assumed they were the women who’d passed muster earlier today. Based on their
number, and assuming this same scene repeated every night, Senu hadn’t
exaggerated the wealth Nebit was raking in.


“Here comes Kauit,” Senu announced as a woman descended
the gangplank with halting steps and took a position a few paces from Ankhu.


I wondered what it would be like to know you were a
trophy, on display. More than a little uncomfortable, I assumed. Hence her
hesitation. Kauit’s skin gleamed golden in the torchlight. She was a few inches
taller than the rest of the women, willowy, her legs long and breasts full. But
her horrid dark wig ill–suited her and her dress hung awkwardly from her
shoulders, much too large and practically shapeless. Her makeup was garish and
she appeared to be wearing every piece of jewelry the king’s son had gifted her
in an attempt to portray herself as the daughter of a chieftain and outshine
the local women. They, in their turn, were either staring at her or openly laughing
or whispering about her to each other. Kauit’s gaze was haughty, as if she was
competing with them. Which she was, since Nebit was seeking a chief wife for
Ankhu, which would make her a minor one. Something Kauit knew about, according
to Senu. I assumed Kauit desired Ankhu and didn’t want to share him with another
woman, since she’d cast a spell to make him fall in love with her after he’d
captured her. Yet, despite her awful outfit and makeup and wig, I thought what
I could make out of her features at this distance exotic in a wild kind of way
that none of the other women matched.


“No wonder everyone’s laughing,” Senu said
disgustedly. “She dresses like a barbarian. Look at that sack she’s wearing.”


“You think the women trying to impress Ankhu are dressed
any better?” I asked with disdain. “They look like a herd of cows in heat. I
can’t tell one from the other. They’re copies of each other, based on an
appallingly bad model. But Kauit… properly dressed, Senu, no man would take his
eyes off of her, not for an instant.”


“Do you truly think so?”


Startled, I turned to see Ahmes beside me,
immaculately dressed, on the way from his pavilion to the feast.


“Yes, I do.”


“You could make dresses for Kauit that match the
latest per’aa fashions?”


I recalled the dresses I’d seen at King Khufu’s
banquet, and those I’d seen in my dream. “Match? Ahmes, I could make dresses
for Kauit to set the fashion. All I need are the proper materials.”


“Hmm.” Ahmes watched the crowd mill about the Praise
of the Two Lands for a moment, then seemed to dismiss all thought of my
boast. He clapped Senu on the shoulder. “Off to the banquet, my friend.”


Together they strolled towards the crowd.


 


 


***


 


 


The next morning I’d almost finished my breakfast when
a young girl appeared at Ahmes’ campfire. He and Senu had left for the royal
barque a few minutes earlier. Ahmes had pointed out a boat that carried
servants and told me to find a place on it and rejoin him at tonight’s camping
place; I’d thanked him and assured him I would. But I wouldn’t. I was going to
stay behind. It broke my heart to watch him and Senu stride together up the
gangplank of the royal barque, knowing I’d never see them again, wishing I
could have told them goodbye. The girl’s arrival was unfortunate; I was just
about to stuff a leather pouch with all the loose food I could get my hands on,
then casually saunter from the clearing and secrete myself in the trees. After
the fleet sailed away I’d head on foot farther south. Too late now. The girl was
scrawny and barefoot and dressed in a skirt with a tattered filthy hem that
dragged the ground.


“I am Maghrab, handmaid to Kauit, daughter of the
Shasu chieftain,” she announced.


The barbarian owned by Ahmes. She was pretty in a wild
way, for one so young. Her pronunciation was nearly flawless, slightly accented.
I assumed Ahmes was her teacher. She appeared to be mastering her new tongue.


“You are summoned.”


Fear seized me in its grip. My heart started to pound.
Why did Kauit want to see me? Had one of my pursuers come to camp and reported my
crime to her? Was she going to arrest me? Why? To impress the king’s son? To
impress the king so he’d let her marry Ankhu? Whatever the reason, it was too
late for me to run. Why hadn’t I slipped away before daylight, as I’d
originally planned? I would’ve been long gone by now, and free. My desire for
one night of sleep and one last decent meal before I fled had been my undoing.
Now it was broad daylight and there were too many people around to try to
escape. At Maghrab’s command the soldiers would chase me down. So I followed her
towards the riverbank, terrified. All around us tents and pavilions were coming
down. Some had already been folded and loaded onto the numerous supply boats
accompanying the royal barque. Serving girls and scribes and hunters and
musicians and cooks and porters and a dozen or so guards and other servants
were themselves moving onto boats set aside to transport them. I saw women
loading freshly–baked bread onto the food–preparation boat. It was as if an
entire village was being packed up and relocated before my very eyes.


I followed Maghrab up the gangplank of the Praise
of the Two Lands, warily, scanning the deck from right to left. Nebit was
somewhere on this barque, according to Ahmes and Senu. I had to avoid him catching
sight of me at all costs. Unless he already had… In that instant I knew the
reason I’d been summoned – Nebit or one of his men had spotted me in camp last
night. He’d sent Maghrab to lure me aboard. I hadn’t been summoned by Kauit.
Maghrab hadn’t mentioned her. I’d made an assumption. Nebit knew I’d have fled
at sight of him, so he’d sent the girl instead, as a decoy. Nebit was devious
and I was foolish and an hour from now I’d be on my way back to Uncle’s and
judgment and execution.


Almost in a daze, I trailed Maghrab towards the
section of the barque nearest the stern. I’d never been on a boat as
magnificent. Meru wood, I guessed. Compared to this barque Kay’s finest vessel was
as insignificant as a fisherman’s punt. Under any other circumstances I’d be excitedly
investigating my surroundings. The deck was humming with activity. I estimated far
more than one hundred people were on board. The captain was barking commands,
preparing to get underway. Sailors were everywhere, seeing to ropes and sails
and oars, dodging guards stationed strategically around the railing and members
of the expedition who were traveling with the royal party and many servants. I
saw one oarsman nearly fall into the river as he leaned over the vessel’s side
to fill a skin with water, his arm snagged at the last instant by a comrade.


The boat’s planks were tied together with ropes laced
through holes along their edges, the spaces between the planks sealed with
pitch. Both bow and stern rose to a tall lotus flower–shaped peak, each higher
than the top of my head, each with the wedjat, or eye of Horus, painted on it
to ward off evil. A royal pennant attached to a long standard fluttered at the
bow. The handle of a long steering oar thrust up from the stern. Twenty more
oars were shipped along each railing, with short benches for oarsmen to sit on.
A mast topped with a scarlet pennant towered over the vessel. A substantial
cabin made of long wooden planks took up much of the last third of the vessel, its
door covered by a reed mat, its roof of wood. The cabin was brightly painted
red and blue and green and white and decorated with a line of lotus blossoms. I
assumed Ankhu and Kauit and Maghrab slept in the cabin. In front of the cabin a
rectangular frame made of ebony posts carved to represent reeds topped with
lotus blossoms supported a colorful canopy reaching all the way to the midpoint
of the vessel. The canopy was of leather, the underside of its roof section sky
blue with yellow star–like rosettes scattered around a row of six vultures with
outstretched wings extending down its center. The front and right and left
sides of the canopy were currently rolled up and tied to the frame’s crossbars;
they could easily be let down to shelter the royal party from sun or to assure
privacy. I glimpsed alternating panels of lotus and papyrus on those sections.
On the deck, shaded by the canopy, directly in front of the cabin, were three
highly decorated chairs and a waist–high, richly inlaid ebony table. One of the
chairs was to the right, with a few cushions spread on deck next to it. Two
chairs were beside the table. There was a footstool before what I assumed was Ankhu’s,
with nine bows etched on it. I knew that those bows – three represented “plural”
and three threes the “plural of plurals” – stood for all of the king’s enemies
– Shasu, Tjehenu, Setjet, Retunians, Aamu and the rest – whom Ankhu
symbolically crushed each time he rested his feet on the stool. Our river
valley was a great power surrounded by small tribes and thus the king could
calmly impose his will on all of them. Kauit was a living example of that, thus
her presence. Many more leather–bottomed chairs and cushions faced the table
and Ankhu’s set of chairs. Two fan bearers, young pretty girls in flimsy skirts,
waited silently at attention inside the pavilion. Sakaherka had already
unrolled papyrus scrolls upon the table and was inspecting and organizing them,
probably for Ankhu’s review. He nodded pleasantly to me.


Maghrab led me into the shade of the canopy. “Wait,”
she commanded, then disappeared through the door into the cabin. I was trembling.
Was Nebit inside? A moment later she stuck her head out and signaled for me to
come forward.


I stepped through the doorway. No Nebit. Just Maghrab
and a woman. It had to be Kauit. Immensely relieved, I bowed low, my eyes
focused on the deck. I wasn’t exactly sure of the proper way to greet a
barbarian of her standing. Better respectfully, I thought, than the way the
visitors had last night.


“Look up.”


I did and immediately gasped out loud, thunderstruck.


Kauit was the woman in my dream.


At that instant I knew the falcon god was real, and
that every one of the stories handed down in my family for thousands of years
was real. He’d chosen my family. He’d chosen me. He’d brought me from the
darkness of Uncle’s farm to this royal vessel. He’d brought me here to help
this barbarian become King Khufu’s wife.


She was seated on a low decorated chair, a bronze
mirror in her hand. I hadn’t recognized her the night before because her
hideous dark wig had completely covered her marvelous honey–colored hair. Without
that wig and garish face paint she was far more beautiful than I’d guessed. Her
eyes and nose were a bit narrower than most women native to the valley, her
skin darker, no doubt from a life spent on the open desert. Her blonde eyebrows
were completely level above brown eyes that hadn’t yet been outlined with kohl.
Her waist was narrow, her legs long and feet bare. I could see why Ankhu desired
her so much. But Kauit’s clothing was an absolute disaster. Her dress was dull
white and made of second–rate linen and hung loosely and shapelessly, clearly a
garment intended for a much larger woman. Only a collar of gold and lapis
lazuli at her throat and golden bracelets on her wrists differentiated her from
the serving girls accompanying the expedition.


The royal quarters were cramped due to the limited
space on the barque but the furnishings were magnificent, the wooden objects
smooth and highly polished, mostly ebony, chair backs inlaid with colorful semi–precious
gems, their arms covered with gold leaf. A small table was crowded with
containers of cosmetics and combs and brushes and cosmetic spoons. A door at
the rear of the room led to what I assumed must be Ankhu’s sleeping quarters.
Two pallets lay on the floor just outside, in this room, probably Kauit’s and
Maghrab’s.


Kauit’s eyes met mine, searched them appraisingly.
Kauit nodded at Maghrab.


Maghrab spoke. “Chief of Tens Ahmes claims you can
make the same dresses the women were wearing last night for my mistress.”


I was amazed Ahmes had spoken to Kauit about me. And utterly
shocked. I’d been summoned to this cabin to discuss dresses, not to be told I’d
been arrested and was being turned over to pursuers or Nebit. I took a deep breath,
willed my pounding heart to slow. “Yes, Majesty, I can.” I said it as boldly as
I dared. This was no time to appear uncertain.


Kauit looked at her handmaid, then me.


“My mistress would be grateful to you. The customs and
fashions of this valley differ from ours.”


Kauit swept her hand down her dress. “Maghrab made.”


Maghrab shrugged as if to say she’d done the best she
could.


“‘My Lady’ you say must. Majesty not title by king,”
Kauit added.


So Kauit had learned a bit of our language. My heart
went out to her. I felt an immediate empathy. She was adrift in a strange place,
an object, a relic of a defeated foe, with no one to rely on but herself. As I had
been for many years. “May I speak frankly, My Lady?” I asked.


Maghrab said something to Kauit in her tongue.


Kauit nodded.


“Tell your mistress the women I saw last night were
just so many cows,” I told Maghrab, my eyes never leaving Kauit. “All were using
the same bait to attract the same bull. They were so burdened with clothes and
jewels they diverted attention from themselves. It would be a mistake for you
to copy them.”


Maghrab translated. Kauit leaned forward, puzzled.


“I’ve never seen a woman with features as interesting
and beautiful as yours,” I continued, “and I’ve attended banquets in King Khufu’s
per’aa. You should be the centerpiece of every gathering, My Lady. You need
dresses that let your beauty shine through, not hide it. Everyone considers you
a barbarian – take advantage of it! Wear something exotic – every day. Don’t
mimic everyone else. Set the style other women want to copy.”


Kauit listened to Maghrab. “You this can do?” I heard
hope in Kauit’s voice.


“Yes, My Lady. For special occasions. And appropriate
clothing for travel and any other activity you engage in. And for your handmaid
too.”


Kauit and Maghrab had a long animated discussion.


Maghrab addressed me. “My mistress thinks making a
promise is easy, but delivering much harder. But she wants you to come with her
on this boat as her seamstress and do what you claim you can.”


Kauit softened, as if unsure of her authority over me.
“You will?”


“As you wish, My Lady.”


“Succeed, I reward.” Kauit turned to Maghrab. “What
she need, get.”


At a nod of Maghrab’s head I slowly backed out of Kauit’s
presence, through the curtain and under the canopy, then onto the open deck of
the barque. 


Relief washed over me. I’d awakened this morning with
no future, certain my capture and execution for murdering Ak were only a matter
of time. But Kauit was giving me an opportunity to travel with this expedition
far to the south, beyond the reach of Uncle or any pursuers, and as long as I
provided what she needed I’d be safe and well–fed and cared for and under her
protection – the last very important, with Nebit on board. I assumed, if Ankhu
truly loved Kauit, he wouldn’t deprive her of me no matter how vehemently Nebit
insisted. Though, assuming my dream really came from the falcon god, Kauit was
going to be snatched away from Ankhu by his father, as I’d been snatched from
Ahmes by Kay. Apparently, I was going to help Kauit become the king’s wife by
making the dress I’d seen her wearing in my dream. Had my entire life – my
marriage to Kay, my separation from Ahmes, my years on Uncle’s farm, even my
murder of Ak – been orchestrated by the falcon god to bring me to this place at
this exact moment? I’d spent my entire life doubting the falcon god’s existence.
No longer. From the moment I’d recognized Kauit I’d known in my heart that the
falcon god was indeed real, and that I was his to command. To help Kauit become
Khufu’s wife I had to not only win her over on this expedition, but convince
her to take me with her back to Giza. To do that I was going to have to
overcome Nebit. Could Nebit interfere with the god’s plan and keep me from
achieving what he intended? Or Uncle, as I passed his farm on the return? I had
no idea, and that was terrifying.


I turned around. Ahmes saw me and raised an eyebrow.
He was wearing one of the kilts I’d mended. A dagger was in his leather belt.


“I’m to come with you, as seamstress to My Lady,
because of what you told her about me,” I reported. “Thank you, Ahmes.
No one’s ever done anything so wonderful for me before. I’ll never be able to
repay you.”


“Just do what you promised Kauit and told me last
night. And what I’ve already guaranteed to the king’s son you’ll do for her. That’ll
be payment enough.”


Ahmes had spoken to Ankhu about me? Confirmation that Ahmes
supported Kauit’s rise. Only he couldn’t possibly suspect how high that might
be.


Ahmes smiled slightly, then moved away. He spoke to
the barque’s captain and the captain shouted a series of orders and a moment
later the gangplank was pulled up and the barque was pushed away from shore by
a few men wielding long oars. It swung into the channel and sailors scrambled
to raise the sail. The steersman in the stern turned the vessel south with his
oar while a sailor in the bow with a long pole tested the water’s depth. Then
the breeze caught the sail and filled it and the boat began to move upstream
against the current, the scarlet pennants at bow and mast shaking themselves
out and the canopy before Ankhu’s quarters rippling in the breeze.


I settled next to Senu along the starboard side near
the bow and watched the shore slip away and the expedition’s remaining boats
move into the river behind us like so many ducklings following their mother,
their sails unfurling and capturing the breeze. Soon the campsite was lost
behind a slight bend in the river. For the first time in days I felt almost
safe. Which of my pursuers would dream I was on a barque with a son of King
Khufu? Even I couldn’t believe it. I sensed I was leaving my old life behind,
that I was being reborn, that my future was finally mine alone to control. As
long as Ahmes could neutralize Nebit, as he’d vowed.


I raised my fingers and touched my talisman and
thanked the falcon god for the chance he was providing me. With conviction, for
the first time in my life.


 


 


***


 


 


I turned my attention forward. As we moved up the
river and the sun climbed the sky smaller boats passed us at a respectful
distance, their occupants craning their necks to see if they could recognize anyone
important aboard the royal barque. More boats drifted north in the opposite
direction, carried along by the current, some of the larger propelled by as
many as five or six oars on each side. Near the riverbanks one or two fishermen
were poling simple papyrus punts. We passed one boat with a high papyrus–shaped
stern and prow, its prosperous owner lounging amidships under a wooden sunshade
supported by painted columns. Probably a local official.


Senu was busily expanding the scenes he’d sketched so
quickly the day before, his supplies spread around him beneath a small low sunscreen,
one of many dotting the deck. Ankhu had emerged from the cabin into the
pavilion soon after we entered the channel and was sitting in his chair in the
shade with Sakaherka at his side, examining scrolls. Fan bearers were cooling
them both. Guards stood at each corner of the canopy, in the sun, the butts of
their lances resting on deck. Kauit was sitting on a chair near Ankhu, silently
watching the plain pass by, Maghrab cross–legged on a cushion at her feet. A
few young girls stood at attention, ready to see to Ankhu’s needs.


Senu gave me a sheet of papyrus and a reed and I
started sketching dresses for Kauit, some I’d seen in my dream, some of my own
design, sharing Senu’s ink cake. I paused often to glance at the birds wheeling
across the sky and the riverbanks teeming with wildlife – vultures and falcons
and hawks and swallows and sparrows and larks and thrushes and herons and
egrets and storks and cranes and ibis. I noted the tangle of trees –
pomegranates and date and dom palms and sycamore and acacia and tamarisk, and
the dusty desert that lurked just beyond the cultivated plain. I was struck by
the stark contrast between barrenness and beauty that every gaze took in. The river
valley was, to me, a contradictory and wondrous place, lush life hemmed in by
harsh death.


About midday Ahmes appeared and sat cross–legged between
us.


“Have you seen Nebit today?” I asked, scanning the
deck nervously.


“He’s devouring delicacies and drinking wine in a
pavilion behind Ankhu’s cabin,” Ahmes replied. “That’s where many of the
officials traveling with us spend their mornings, and sleep at night. Ankhu
attends to business with Sakaherka and me and local officials before the midday meal. The hangers–on usually join him in the afternoon, for conversation and
entertainment. That’s when you’ll need to be careful.”


“I will.”


Ankhu picked up a few sketches and closely studied
Senu’s work. He was obviously impressed. “I hope you’re especially prepared for
Abdju, Master Craftsman. The temple and special ceremony there will keep you
very occupied.”


“Have you been to Abdju, Ahmes?” I asked. Papa had spoken
often about the ancient city, said to be the very doorstep of the Afterlife.


“A few times,” Ahmes replied. “The river flows much farther
south of there, of course, beyond the cataract, even beyond the king’s mining
settlement at Buhen, through lands crawling with lions and leopards and
ostriches and elephants and giraffes and rhinoceroses, on to vast plains and
valleys and even mountains topped with snow. I’ve heard tales of those
mysterious lands from traders but I haven’t seen them.”


“Will we stop at every village between here and Abdju?”
I asked.


“No. Only larger towns from now on – Menat Khufu, Assuit,
Matmar, Mostagedda, Badari, Hemamieh, Ipu, Tjeni, Abdju. We’ll turn for home
there. Officials responsible for the territory between Abdju and the cataract
will be waiting for us at Abdju to report to Ankhu.”


I recognized towns featured in my family’s stories,
stories I believed for the first time in my life were true. Unexpectedly, I was
following in my ancestors’ footsteps and I’d soon visit them all. I pictured
their locations on the map in Kay’s records room. The map created by Ahmes.


“Why is Abdju so important?” Senu asked.


“It’s very old. It existed long before the valley was united,”
I answered. “It’s sacred – Horus Narmer and his seven immediate successors are
buried there. As well as men who ruled nearby Tjeni when it was one of the
leading settlements in the South, centuries before Narmer came to power. Abdju
served as Tjeni’s burial ground.”


“What’s the valley like south of Abdju?” Senu asked
Ahmes.


“There’s a great bend in the river, some sixty miles
long, first turning east, then west, with Hiw at its start, Nubt in the middle,
and Inerty at the end. Sailors hate that stretch. They have to row the whole
way, against the current, due to crosswinds. Upriver, beyond the bend, lie
Nekhen and Nekhbet, and finally Abu at the first cataract. To travel farther
south we’d have to carry a much smaller boat around its rocks, or walk.”


“My ancestors lived at Nekhen for more than five
hundred years,” I informed them. “Or so my family stories say. Nekhen was once
the dominant settlement in the South, until Tjeni overtook it.”


“Why does the king’s residence stop at the first
cataract?” Senu asked.


“It does and it doesn’t,” Ahmes replied. “The valley
is narrow and rocky and unfit for agriculture as we know it south of the rapids
in Ta–Seti – that’s the land’s name – but in the desert far beyond the first
cataract are four separate regions with rich gold mines. Why, for the past
hundred and fifty years or so our soldiers and traders have been active in Ta–Seti
all the way to Buhren, nearly to the second cataract. We loosely control that
land. We work gold mines at Wadi Allaqi and diorite quarries at Toshka. And we occasionally
trade with the land of Punt along the coast of the Eastern Sea. There we obtain
incense, ivory, ebony, gold and animal skins.”


A servant appeared. “The king’s son requests your
presence, Chief Ahmes.”


Ahmes moved to the canopy and took a seat next to
Ankhu. They conversed while Senu sketched. I shifted my attention to Kauit. I
thought she looked particularly lonely. Only Maghrab spoke to her. Which made
sense, based on her minimal command of our language. The serving girls looked
upon her with disdain whenever they neared her. My heart filled with sympathy. I’d
known such loneliness, first on Kay’s estate, then on Uncle’s farm. It was
going to take far more than Kauit wearing a new dress for everyone on the
expedition and in the king’s per’aa to change their attitudes towards her.


Late in the afternoon I caught Ahmes staring at me. He
quickly averted his gaze. I wondered what he feared his eyes might reveal.
Suspicion, perhaps? It would be a miracle if he didn’t doubt the story I’d told
the night of our meeting. I was willing to wager he’d arranged for me to be Kauit’s
dressmaker so he could keep me close until he could discover the truth about me.
Or maybe he was bringing me along simply to deliver me to the authorities for
punishment at the end of the journey. Either would be his duty as a chief of
tens. But if so, why had he spoken to Kauit and Ankhu on my behalf? He could
have just made me his prisoner. Maybe I shouldn’t be so suspicious. Maybe I
needed to take Ahmes at face value. If I didn’t have Ak’s murder hanging over
my head I’d have told him beside his fire in the predawn darkness that I loved
him as much as he loved me, that I’d never stopped loving him, that I wanted to
make a fresh start too. But I hadn’t then and I couldn’t now, or ever. Ak’s
murder had opened a chasm between us too deep to ever bridge. Suddenly the
image of Ahmes standing magnificent on the shore staring at me as I emerged
from the water flashed before me. The memory both embarrassed and excited me. I
wished he could hold me, and love me, and cherish me the way he once had. I
felt the old familiar stirring in my heart. And promptly pushed it aside. I was
a murderess. Thinking I could help Kauit when this expedition ended, dream or
no, that I could return to Giza and live in the per’aa – that was ridiculous.
If I wanted to remain alive and free I had to disappear while I was in the
South. The North was too dangerous. Yet – the falcon god was clearly calling me
to be at Kauit’s side. Could I afford to defy him?


“Tell me about the barbarian expedition, Senu,” I said
casually, wanting to learn more about Ahmes, trying to sound like I was making small
talk.


“Four or five months ago, while delivering supplies to
the king’s copper mines in the Sinai, Ahmes discovered barbarians had massacred
more than one hundred miners. He personally brought the news to Giza. He told
King Khufu he could locate the barbarian camp. So the king appointed him to
guide Ankhu and his soldiers into the Sinai. He did far more than that, of
course. Nebit was supposed to organize the expedition but Ahmes did all the
work. I’ve told you about the fight, how Ahmes killed the barbarian leader after
the barbarian ran his lance through his shoulder. The barbarians attacked us a
few minutes after Ahmes warned Ankhu and Baka, the chief of tens sent to
command us in battle, that we were walking into a trap. Ankhu and Baka both brushed
him aside.”


“So the king’s men died unnecessarily?”


“About half of us, and all but two of the donkeys
carrying our supplies.” Senu glanced at the pavilion. “Would it surprise you to
know Kauit fought against us that day? Her arrows killed some of us. The
barbarians melted away after Ahmes gutted their fiercest warrior. Kauit tried
to rally them but they ignored her. She was braver than any man in her band.”


I gazed at Kauit with new respect. Somehow, I didn’t
have any trouble picturing her as a fighter.


“With our donkeys dead and so few of us left we couldn’t
stay where we were and we couldn’t run for home. Ahmes saw what had to be done
for us to survive. He forced Ankhu to attack their camp that very night,
following his plan.”


“That’s why Ahmes wears flies of valor, because he led
the men to victory?”


Senu shook his head no. “King Khufu awarded Ahmes the
flies for guiding the expedition and saving Ankhu’s life. Ankhu took full credit
for the victory, and claimed all the glory. He never told the king what Ahmes
had done. If you can believe it, the king gave Nebit an estate for work Ahmes
did. But every man who survived those two battlefields knows he owes his life
to Ahmes. I suspect King Khufu knows by now too. Soldiers talk, after all, and
truth has a way of making itself known. Even if the high and mighty ignore it.”


The captains moored their vessels along the riverbank
at sundown and a host of servants quickly set up camp. That night I slept in a
tent near Ahmes’ pavilion with other serving women and girls, soundly for the
first time since leaving Uncle’s farm, convinced that, for now, I’d eluded my
pursuers.


 


 


***


 


 


The second day of the journey I awoke happy for the
first time since I’d sailed from Kay’s estate to Giza to deliver what turned
out to have been my last load of linen, my heart light, certain I’d embarked on
a new and better life. I boarded the barque with the rest of the crew, excited,
looking forward to what promised to be the adventure of a lifetime.


I took a seat at the bow so I could have an
unobstructed view of river and shore. The river was broad and muddy, flowing
north with latent power, its surface rippled by the breeze and flashing silver
in the sun. The banks were lush and green, in places lined with tall palm trees
reflected in the water or, more often, with rich cultivated fields. It was the
tail end of Shemu, the harvest season, and a handful of fields were swarming
with farmers, cutting and gleaning emmer and barley and other crops. Most of
the fields already lay barren except for stubble. Flocks of white birds
carpeted some, searching for ears of grain missed by gleaners. Fires rose from
scattered mud–brick huts, all of them simpler than Uncle Pedubast’s. Less than
half a mile back from the river on each side rose a dry, dusty plateau. The Red
 Land – Desheret. It struck me just how narrow the valley was, how tied to the
river. I heard the trills of birds from nests scattered throughout papyrus
thickets along the riverbanks. I glimpsed a mongoose hunting in short grass.
The barque rounded a bend in the river and encountered a hunter waiting near
tall reeds, balanced on a papyrus skiff, a throwing stick in one hand and a
pair of egret decoys in the other. A sailor shouted something and pintail ducks
rose from the surface of the river in panic. A little farther on several naked
men were in the water, pulling papyrus stalks out by the roots and bundling
them and carrying them ashore. Butterflies fluttered across the water and birds
waded in the shallows, their reflections distorted by ripples. Large silver
fish flashed just below the surface. A girl wearing only a belt and some
jewelry knelt in a small boat and plucked lotus flowers from a patch in the
water. Senu pointed out what looked like logs at the edge of the shore,
crocodiles basking in the sun.


We passed fishermen on two small punts made of rushes
tied with cords, moving in parallel a short distance from each other. Men on
each punt stretched the top of a net across the open space between them and
lowered the bottom edge, weighted with chunks of wood, into the river. The
remaining men began to row. Apparently the fishing was good, for quantities of
silver–scaled fish already flopped in the bottom of both craft – perch, I
guessed. The expedition’s kitchen boat pulled alongside them and the overseer
of cooks bartered with the fishermen for part of their catch. I saw men haul
one massive creature aboard the kitchen boat – it must have weighed a hundred
pounds or more.


In the days that followed I quickly settled into the
expedition’s routine – seeing that my small chest of sewing materials made it
aboard the Praise of the Two Lands each morning – somehow, Maghrab had
acquired needles and bolts of linen and thread for me – working on sketches and
sewing as it sailed up the river, occasionally disembarking with Ankhu’s party
to examine a town or storehouse or estate belonging to the king, eating each
evening beside Ahmes’ fire and then mending the clothing of his soldiers or
members of the expedition or working on a new dress for Kauit or Maghrab until
it was time to sleep. I often sang as I worked, the songs taught me by Senu’s
mother when I was young, something I hadn’t done all the years I’d slaved for Uncle
at his farm. My heart was brimming with life and I couldn’t contain my
happiness. Some nights I even borrowed a reed flute from the musicians and
played for Ahmes and Senu beside their fire. Everything I did I did with
enthusiasm, for my life had been transformed from utter misery to utter joy.
Each morning I gave thanks to the falcon god for the turnaround in my fortune.


I noted a few days into the journey that Ahmes rose
before dawn and ate only a handful of dates and day–old bread before rushing
off to inspect his guards. I began rising even earlier to fix him a hot
breakfast. He appeared grateful and seemed to enjoy my company in those dark
hours before the rest of camp stirred to life, even though we passed most of
the time in silence. There was much we needed to say to each other, but I
sensed he was as loath to start as I was. Who knew where such a discussion
might lead?


Those first days on the barque I made both Kauit and
Maghrab a number of dresses appropriate for daily wear. Because of those
dresses Kauit took a liking to me, and within a week I was her constant
companion on the barque, working on garments in the shade of the canopy or, in
the afternoon, when Nebit was likely to be present, inside the royal quarters.
Whenever the three of us were alone and couldn’t be overheard Kauit dropped all
pretense of barbarian royalty. She also dropped the fiction she didn’t
understand our language. While she wasn’t close to mastering it, or speaking
with Maghrab’s proficiency, she could communicate in more than a rudimentary
way. She told me that no one in the per’aa had made a move to help her fit in
because she was so different. Kauit spoke of the disdain with which even the per’aa’s
servants had treated her. She had been and was lonely, I quickly realized, as
lonely as I’d been in the alien environment of Uncle’s farm. What Kauit needed
far more than a seamstress was someone to talk to and confide in, a role I
gladly began to fill. Especially since, based on the dream the falcon god had sent
me, I apparently had an important role to play in her future.


A role that was threatened when, inevitably, Nebit accosted
me, a week after we departed the Meidum region.


Ahmes and Senu were both occupied aboard the royal
barque that evening. Nebit suddenly materialized at Ahmes’ fire and seized my upper
arm and dragged me into the darkness of a cluster of palm trees along the river.
None of the other servants tried to stop him.


He pinned me against a tree trunk with his massive
bulk, his face inches from mine. “You ran away from your uncle?” he snarled,
incredulous. “You ran to Ahmes? Your uncle’s probably killed your little friend
by now, for doing that.”


My heart nearly stopped. Exactly what I’d been dreading
since the night of my escape. “I didn’t run away from Uncle,” I said tremulously.
“I ran away from the brutal man he married me to. Ahmes found me hiding from
him. How would I know Ahmes was traveling the river?”


“Poor Maetkra,” Nebit said mincingly. “Always sharing
the beds of men she hates.”


“Except yours,” I snapped.


“So far,” he said, his eyes narrow slits. “But not
forever. Willingly share my bed now and I’ll free you from your uncle.
Otherwise…”


“Aren’t you married?”


“To the daughter of a high priest. So what? I can
always use another concubine.”


Incensed, I shoved him with all my might, gained space
enough to squirm from between him and the tree trunk. I took a few steps and
spun to face him. “Touch me again and I’ll tell Ahmes everything,” I warned
angrily. “What you stole from me and him, how you sold me to my uncle, how you kidnapped
his sister Kemtet and sentenced her to captivity.”


“Haven’t you already?” He seemed truly surprised.


Time to lie. As I’d practiced in my head countless
times. “If I had, would you still be alive?”


Nebit stared at me, suspicious. “Why haven’t you?”


He’d bought my lie. Nebit hadn’t been my match on Kay’s
estate and he wasn’t now. “What would be the point? Ahmes wouldn’t believe me,”
I said as dejectedly as I could. “He despises me for marrying your father. We
had a massive fight the morning afterwards. He told me he hated me and never
wanted to see me again. Besides, I was afraid you’d have Kemtet killed if I
told Ahmes about her. I’ve always taken your threats against her seriously.”


“That was smart of you, Maetkra.” Nebit straightened.
His many chins jiggled. “So, how did you explain where you’ve been these past
years when he found you? He asked, didn’t he?”


“He did. I was afraid of him. So I lied. I said I’d
gone to Uncle’s farm after Kay died because I didn’t want him to ever find me.
I said I thought that was the last place he’d ever look for me.”


“He believed you?”


An intelligent man would have asked why I thought a
man who despised and hated me would come looking for me. But Nebit was an
idiot. His mind was locked on a time when he’d considered Ahmes a rival for my
love. And so he was remarkably easy to manipulate.


“Ahmes doesn’t care about me. Haven’t you heard? The
king’s daughter Sitba is in love with him. Why would Ahmes want me when he can
have her?”


“Then what are you doing in his camp?”


“Ahmes hates me for rejecting him and marrying your
father instead. He believes I did it to gain status for myself. So he’s humiliating
and humbling me in revenge for betraying him. He forced me to join this
expedition. Turns out he’s a bully, just like you. By day, because I’m a
seamstress, I sew garments for Kauit by command of the king’s son. But at night
I serve Ahmes his meals and clean his pavilion and mend his clothes and any
other unsavory task he can think of.”


“A common serving wench,” Nebit snorted. “Just what
you deserve.” He chuckled gleefully. “It’s nice, having Ahmes do my dirty work.
I’ll let you be for now, Maetkra, but don’t you dare tell Ahmes anything unsavory
or I’ll make sure Kemtet suffers. Either way, the day we near your uncle’s farm
I’m taking you back to him. Count on it.”


“No you’re not,” I retorted. Time for me to put Nebit
in his place. “In fact, you’re not going to come near me again on this trip,
and you’re going to leave me alone once we’re back at Giza.”


Nebit guffawed. “You’re deluded! Why would I do that?”


“Because I’ll tell Ahmes he’s Kay’s son, just like
you. Kay’s oldest son.” I smiled. “What do you think will happen to you then?
It won’t matter that you destroyed the scrolls containing Kay’s last wishes.
Ahmes will take everything away from you because it’s his right.”


“You don’t have any proof Kay was Ahmes’ father!” Nebit
exclaimed.


I laughed. “You really aren’t very bright, are you.
All Ahmes has to do is ask his mother who his father really was.”


Nebit blanched. “You’re bluffing. You just claimed
Ahmes won’t talk to you.”


“Not now. But I can make Ahmes do anything I want. I
seduced him once. I can do it again. Just give me a reason to.” I spat on the
ground at Nebit’s feet. “Now, get out of my sight.”


He stared at me for a long moment, slowly processing
everything I’d said, then wordlessly turned on his heel and left me standing
alone in the darkness. I watched him disappear, cautiously relieved. I sensed
he wasn’t going to be a problem for me in the short term. Particularly since from
now on I was going to make a point of being extremely friendly to Ahmes whenever
Nebit was near the two of us. I was going to make Nebit think we’d reconciled.
I was going to make Nebit sweat. And I was going to enjoy myself immensely
while doing it.


 


 


***


 


 


The expedition halted for several weeks in the Badari
region in the middle stretch of the valley. There were upwards of forty small
towns and villages in the area, and the king’s son and his scribes spent much time
assessing the larger. While Ankhu was occupied with business, Kauit and Maghrab
and I explored many hamlets and the countryside surrounding them. Kauit was
curious about everything local villagers and farmers were doing. Her life in
the Sinai hadn’t prepared her for a place like the valley. I spent considerable
time describing activities, all of which I knew about in detail from having
been mistress of an estate and slaving for Uncle.


At the edge of one farm Kauit called a halt to watch
men blowing smoke into tall clay cylinders.


“They’re beehives, My Lady. Smoke drives the bees out
so men can harvest the honey,” I explained. I called to a worker filling a jar
with pieces of honeycomb. He brought it over and offered the entire jar to Kauit.
The three of us spent the rest of the day savoring the sweet treat.


Another day, accompanying Ankhu, we watched officials
survey fields with a knotted rope.


“The scribes are writing down boundary descriptions,” I
said. “That’s how they calculate the king’s share of the harvest.”


I noted Sakaherka looking over the scribes’ shoulders,
inspecting the papyri as they wrote. That seemed highly unusual. Uhemka, Kay’s chief
scribe, had studied the papyri produced by the estate’s scribes in detail at
the end of each day, very rarely as they were created.


By ourselves another day, we paused beside a tall
column of limestone embedded in the river, etched with lines at various heights.
I explained to Kauit there were many of the measuring devices at various places
along the river. After centuries of observing water levels it was relatively
easy for officials to predict the extent of the annual inundation and thereby
calculate the bounty of the harvest and the share due the king and, equally
important, whether there would be plenty or famine in the valley.


We observed scribes recording cargoes, mostly emmer,
being loaded onto boats. We stumbled on a farmer being flogged for failing to provide
what he owed the king and hurried away, sickened at the sight. We visited a
workshop attached to the shrine of a local god where a craftsman with a crank
drill was hollowing out drinking vessels from stone. In the adjacent workshop men
were making sandals and ropes from leather. In one corner of the shop a man was
softening a hide on a three–legged post. In another a man was stretching a hide
preparatory to cutting it into various shapes. An old man sitting on a low
bench was pulling a thong through a sandal with his teeth. Kauit bartered for his
best pair.


One evening I’d just settled next to the fire with a
pile of clothing when Ahmes challenged Senu to a game of Senet.


Senu begged off. “I have to show my latest sketches to
Ankhu. He’s been so busy he hasn’t had a chance to see them yet. It could take
awhile.”


“How about you?” Ahmes asked me as Senu departed. “Do
you still play, Maetkra?”


“Not for years.”


“Advantage to me, then. My game box is in my pavilion.”


I fetched the box and placed it on a small alabaster
table and we pulled up chairs. The set was beautiful, made of light–colored
wood, the thirty squares in three rows of ten on the lid brightly decorated,
particularly the six special squares. The sides of the box were painted with
scenes of men playing. Ahmes opened the drawer containing game pieces and
throwing sticks and spilled them on the table. I quickly placed my seven red
pyramid–shaped pawns in their starting positions on the board.


“Nebit’s slunk away every time I’ve approached him
this past week,” Ahmes noted as he arranged his pieces. “You certainly made an
impression on him.”


I’d told Ahmes in generalities about my confrontation
with Nebit the same night it happened, leaving out the part about Ahmes being Kay’s
son. We no longer avoided each other in camp or on the boat as we had before, to
reinforce to Nebit that we were on good terms and to make him worry. “I don’t
think he’ll give either of us any trouble, at least for now.”


“Did you tell me the whole truth the night I found you
in the river, Maetkra?” Ahmes asked casually as he threw four sticks to start
the game. Three bore marks and he moved his first piece to the House of Rebirth
and placed it atop the ankh that decorated that square.


I tried to keep my face impassive. I was surprised he’d
waited so long to question me about that night. Ahmes wasn’t gullible like
Nebit, and my excuse had been flimsy. I threw the sticks and moved my first
piece, stalling for time. I couldn’t tell him the whole truth. I couldn’t confess
I was a murderess.


“Arms badly bruised, knees scraped, skirt torn and
bloodstained, terrified,” Ahmes said. “There’s more to your story, Maetkra.”


“Why didn’t you challenge me that night?”


“I assumed you’d tell me in good time.”


“And you’re tired of waiting.”


“Not tired, Maetkra. Frustrated.” His eyes met mine. “We
were very much in love once. But you’re like a stranger to me now. I suppose I
should expect that – we’ve both been through a lot since we were driven apart,
you far more than me. You went from being Kay’s wife and a member of the king’s
court to virtual slavery on your uncle’s farm. We’ve both been changed by our
experiences. We used to talk about everything. Talking with you about anything
except the most trivial matters is difficult now. Something’s standing between
us, like a wall, keeping us apart. You said the morning after we were reunited
that you can’t be with me because you’ve done terrible things. I promise you,
nothing you’ve done is too terrible for me to accept. Tell me, Maetkra. Break
down the wall. Please.”


I felt horrible. Ahmes truly believed he could forgive
me anything. But he didn’t know I’d killed a man. I refused to put him in a
position where he’d have to decide between my life and his duty to king and maat.
But, I had to tell him a bit more of my story, just enough for him to believe I’d
finally told him everything. “You’re right, Ahmes. I wasn’t simply running away
from Waty that night,” I admitted. “It’s true Waty was dragging me to his house
and I was resisting. But then Ak stepped into the path and blocked our way. He
was drunk. He’d already beaten a man to a pulp an hour earlier just for talking
to me. He and Waty started fighting. Ak hit Waty on the side of the head with a
fist–sized rock. He crushed his skull.”


“Ak killed him?” Ahmes probed.


“Yes. Then Ak grabbed me and started dragging me away.
I jerked my arm free and ran for my life. I escaped because Ak couldn’t catch
me in the dark.”


“But you fell and scraped elbows and knees and
bloodied your skirt,” Ahmes concluded.


I nodded. “Over and over.” Falls had indeed been the
source of some of the blood I’d tried to wash from my garment. I wasn’t
completely lying.


“You stayed awake all night after we met, sewing, so
you could catch sight of any pursuers Ak might have sent after you. You were
afraid he’d accuse you of killing Waty.”


“Everyone at the festival had seen me trying to escape
my new husband.”


“Don’t worry, Maetkra. I won’t let Ak or anyone else take
you away against your will.”


I felt even more awful. I’d just lied to Ahmes again,
concealed my murder of Ak. Maybe he could talk my pursuers out of punishing me
for Waty’s death. But Ak’s? Impossible. Ahmes couldn’t protect me. Only I
could, by running away. What would Ahmes think of me after I disappeared again,
whenever and wherever that turned out to be? Someday the news of Ak’s death
would make its way to Giza. Ahmes would discover I’d lied to him again tonight.
I hated that he’d spend the rest of his life despising me as a murderess, for
by the gods I still loved him. But what choice did I have? “I don’t see how you
can stop them,” I said. 


“Don’t you want to be with me, Maetkra?” Ahmes asked
plaintively. “You’re free, I’m free. You’ve told me what you’re afraid of. You
don’t need to be. I promise I can protect you from Ak. Don’t you want to try to
start over?”


“Too much else has happened, Ahmes,” I said sadly.


“What? What else is so horrible it’s keeping us apart?”


“It’s my fault Kay exiled you to the Sinai,” I said
softly. “He took Tura and the delivery network away from you because of me.
I ruined your life. That’s been eating at me for years.”


“How could it possibly be your fault, Maetkra?”


“The night Kay took me to… wife… I’d been copying
schedules in the records room, alone. I finished and went outside, to walk in
the garden. I overheard Iufaa and Nebit bargaining with Papa for me – very
loudly. They went back and forth for a long time. Then Papa gave me to Iufaa.”


“Almost every household servant heard,” Ahmes said. “The
news spread like wildfire across the estate. Mother told me. I was shocked when
you came to breakfast the next morning with Kay.”


“When I heard Papa gave me to Iufaa I tried to run to
you. I truly did. But I collided with Kay in the dark. He’d been standing in
the garden listening too. He gave me an ultimatum – marry him or Iufaa. So I
chose him.” I looked into Ahmes’ eyes. “It broke my heart. I wanted to marry
you. You have to believe me.”


“You made the only choice you could,” Ahmes said
sympathetically. “I’ve never held your marriage against you. I must confess I
never really got over it, though. I wanted to be with you so badly. Did Kay
make you happy, at least?”


“He gave me a life of privilege and entrée to the king’s
household. I seized a measure of independence for myself, despite him, which he
let me keep. But there was always a void in my heart that he never filled.” A void overflowing with longing for you. “I never
loved him, Ahmes.”


“I don’t understand why you think Kay sent me to the
desert on your account,” Ahmes said.


My face grew hot. “After Papa chose Iufaa as my
husband, Nebit blurted out that you and I were in love. He said Iufaa would
never be able to hold on to me, that we’d find a way to disappear together. Kay
believed Nebit’s accusation. He sent you away to get rid of a rival.”


“You can’t be sure of that.”


“I am, Ahmes. When Kay asked me to choose my husband,
I asked if he was really going to make you his successor as he’d threatened at
dinner a couple of nights before. I said if he was I wanted to marry you. That’s
when he forced me to choose between him and Iufaa. If I’d just kept my mouth
shut and not mentioned you he would have let you be.”


“I always wondered what I did to offend Kay,” Ahmes
said. “He never gave me a reason for my demotion.”


“Did Kay make me happy?” I asked bitterly. “I used to
read the scrolls sent to Kay’s estate every night before I went to bed, Ahmes.
Kay sent one to Uhemka a few days after our marriage, informing him he’s sent you
to the Sinai permanently. It was obvious why. Kay didn’t trust me to honor my
marriage. He didn’t trust you. I held that against him until the day he died.
If he’d let you be I might have come to love him in time. To his credit, as he
lay dying Kay begged your forgiveness. That’s why he granted you the estate
near Nekhen, to try to make up for what he’d done.”


“Then Nebit destroyed the scrolls and stole everything
from both of us.”


We played awhile in silence. I ignored servants and
hunters and sailors and cooks and fishermen bustling around the clearing adjacent
to Ahmes’ pavilion or conversing or singing or laughing around nearby campfires.
I had eyes only for him. This was exactly how I’d pictured my life with him
when we’d both been young and full of hope, spending our evenings together,
enjoying each other’s company. Then Ahmes threw the sticks and with a cry of
triumph moved his pawn occupying the House of Three Truths off the board. The
game went back and forth thereafter, pieces landing on each other and exchanging
places, some moving off the board, some returning to the House of Rebirth. Soon
only a few pawns remained.


“Senu told me you were wounded saving Ankhu’s life,” I
said, studying the board.


“I reacted,” Ahmes said. “There wasn’t time to think.”


“Does your wound bother you much?” I glanced at the nasty
scar.


“My shoulder’s still stiff in the morning,” Ahmes
admitted. “I suspect it’ll be months before I fully regain my strength, if I
ever do. Fact is, if not for Maghrab I would have died in the Shasu camp. It’s
a miracle she didn’t let me, for revenge. Did Senu tell you we executed her
family right in front of her?”


“Senu said you saved Maghrab’s life. She cares very
much for you. It’s obvious.”


“She’s an exceptionally bright girl,” Ahmes said. “Someday
one of the king’s courtiers will overlook her being a wretch and she’ll make
him a good wife and rise high.”


“You’d give her to another man, even though she
belongs to you?”


“She’s not mine by my choice, Maetkra. Anyway, I’ll probably
go back to my old job when this expedition’s over, caravanning supplies across
the Eastern Desert. I’ll make sure she gets to stay with Kauit. I’ve promised
her.”


“Like I promised Kemtet,” I said bitterly.


“You’re still worried about her?”


“Of course I am!” I practically exploded. Guilt about
Kemtet’s fate had been weighing me down for so many long years. “Aren’t you,
Ahmes? Something Nebit said when he confronted me – Uncle may have already
killed Kemtet in retaliation for me running away.” I put my fingers on a game
piece, let them fall away. “I’ll never forgive myself if he did.”


“Ease your mind, Maetkra,” Ahmes said comfortingly. “Have
you forgotten that Nebit has men up and down the river to transport supplies
and foodstuffs to temples and estates and Giza? I know them all. An hour after
you told me about Kemtet I sent a messenger to half a dozen men I trust in
Djedsneferu. They’re keeping watch over Kemtet. Nothing will happen to her
until we can rescue her.”


“Oh, Ahmes! Thank you!” Overcome with relief, without
thinking, I embraced him, hugged him tight.


His arms circled me.


I realized what I’d done, the dangerous step I’d
taken. A moment longer and I wouldn’t be able to resist him. I wanted him so
much. But I couldn’t have him. I pushed myself away.


I sensed his frustration.


Only two pawns remained – Ahmes’ on the House of Re–Atum,
mine on the House of Happiness.


Ahmes rolled and groaned.


“Back to the House of Rebirth, Chief of Tens,” I said,
picking up the sticks and throwing them. All four showed marks. “I win,” I said 
without enthusiasm, moving my last piece off the board. I wanted to toss the
silly game board aside and throw myself into Ahmes’ arms again. I wanted to
tell him I loved him still, that I wanted to be with him. But that was a door I
couldn’t open even the tiniest bit. We could never be together. The door
between us had to remain tightly closed.


“We’ll play again. I’ll have my revenge,” Ahmes said.


I put the game away and rejoined him beside the fire.


“There’s one more thing I need to tell you, Ahmes,” I
said, “since this seems to be a night for me to reveal truths.” I’d wanted to
let Djedu tell Ahmes the name of his real father. But the more I’d thought
about it since my confrontation with Nebit, the more worried I’d become that he
might let the news slip inadvertently. Or, worse, try to kill Ahmes before he found
out and gained control of estates and villages and fleet and the rest. Ahmes
deserved to know the danger he might be in. I had to warn him. I summoned my
courage. “I think you’re going to find what I have to say very hard to accept.”


“After everything else you’ve told me?”


“You’re Kay’s son.”


Ahmes stared at me for a long time, his eyes
registering disbelief. “That’s impossible.”


“He confessed it on his deathbed,” I assured Ahmes. “He
acknowledged you as his son in the same scroll where he bequeathed you his
delivery network. Niptah was supposed to deliver that scroll to Vizier Hemiun.”


Ahmes ran both hands through his long hair. His
distress was palpable. He seemed lost, unable to focus. “Maybe Kay just said
that to make sure I’d replace Nebit.”


“I knew Kay was your father for years before he died,”
I said gently. “Djedu told me.”


Ahmes was baffled. “Why would Mother tell you?”


“I went to her immediately after you sailed away to Giza
after Kay took me to wife. I was so miserable, so lost. She tried to console
me. It just slipped out, that Kay was your father. Djedu was upset Kay had
taken me for himself, knowing you and I were in love. That finally killed your
mother’s love for him.”


“Finally? How long were they…”


“Lovers? Beginning a decade before you were born and
lasting until the day of my marriage. She was fourteen and he was nineteen when
they met, two years before Kay’s father forced him to marry Hekenu to unite the
delivery networks in the delta and upper valley. But Kay and Djedu never stopped
loving each other. When Djedu got pregnant with you, Kay arranged for her to
marry Perisen so no one would suspect he was your father. But you were his
firstborn and he was proud of you.”


“Which is why he took me on his expeditions and under
his wing,” Ahmes said. “Much now makes sense that never did before.”


“Rest assured, Nebit knows you’re his half–brother. He
read it in the scroll.”


“Which is why he kept me in the Sinai, and in the dark.”


“He stole the delivery network from you, like he stole
the delta estate from me.”


Ahmes sighed resignedly. “There’s nothing we can do
about it, without the scrolls Kay dictated for proof. Who’d believe Mother, or
you? Devious Nebit triumphs again.”


“You need to be careful from now on, Ahmes,” I warned.
“Proof or not, Nebit knows the truth. Your very existence threatens everything
he’s stolen for himself. I wouldn’t put it past him to try to kill you.”


“He’s not man enough to try,” Ahmes said dismissively.


“He can hire someone. An assassin. Plenty of men work
for him. Promise me you’ll be on your guard from now on.” 


“I promise. But please don’t worry, Maetkra. I can
take care of myself.” Ahmes took a deep breath, shook his head. “One more thing
to worry about. So, with your rightful home in Nebit’s hands, Maetkra, what’ll
you do when the expedition’s over? Where will you go?”


I stared into the coals. “I’m not sure, Ahmes. I’ll stay
in Giza for a while and help Kauit, as the falcon god has planned.”


“As the falcon god has what?”


“Nothing. Just a feeling I have.” I’d revealed too
much already this night to start talking about a god guiding my steps, even
though he surely was. As he must have guided Ahmes’ and Senu’s too, to bring us
all together, along with Kauit. “But I can’t stay there permanently. Workers
come to Giza from Uncle’s section of the valley during every inundation. I’ll
be recognized eventually by someone who’ll believe I killed Waty. I’ll be
executed.”


“I wouldn’t let them.”


“Again, how could you stop them? Especially if you’re
off in the Eastern Desert, which you keep telling me is your fate?” I shook my
head. “I’ll probably settle in a large town somewhere in the South and work as
a seamstress.”


“You don’t have to live in the South alone. We can be
together,” Ahmes said.


“After everything I just told you? Especially after I’ve
withheld so much from you until now? How can you ever trust me again? And after
everything I’ve done that’s hurt you? I carry too much baggage with me, Ahmes.
Tonight you’re looking past it. But you’ll come to resent me in time for what I’ve
done. Why put off what’s inevitable? We should simply agree right now that we
can’t ever be together. We’ll both be better off for it in the end.”


“You’re wrong, Maetkra,” Ahmes said.


“What about Sitba?” I pressed.


“I told you before. We hardly know each other.”


“I hardly knew you when I fell in love with you,” I
rejoined.


“Am I attracted to Sitba? Yes. But I only talked to
her in the first place because I thought you were free and you’d moved on from
me. Now I know the truth. It changes everything.”


“Not everything. You no more want to spend the rest of
your life caravanning supplies across a desert than I want to spend my life on
a farm raising babies. Sitba can give you a far better life than I can. Go to
her. Forget about me.”


“I can’t, Maetkra. I don’t want to. I want to be with
you. I promise you, I will change your mind about us.”


But I knew he never would. The specter of Ak rose
before me. Even in death he was ruining my life. 


 


 


***


 


 


A couple of hours later, long after everyone in camp had
gone to sleep, I was awakened by a noise outside the servants’ tent. I rolled
off my pallet and slightly pulled apart the flaps and peered through. Ahmes’ nearby
campfire had burned to glowing coals. I heard the noise again. A shabbily–dressed
figure was bending low beside the entrance of Ahmes’ pavilion, nervously glancing
to right and left. An assassin! Sent by Nebit to kill Ahmes in his sleep! Just
as I’d feared. I hastily crawled outside my tent on hands and knees, wishing I
had a weapon. My warning cry died on my lips as Ahmes pulled the flap aside and
hurried the man into his pavilion. Ahmes quickly scanned the clearing, probably
to see if anyone had noticed. He spotted me, then motioned for me to bring
food. Curious, I quickly fixed a plate and cup of beer at the cook’s tent and
carried it silently to Ahmes’ pavilion and went inside. Ahmes and the stranger
were sitting side–by–side on stools in front of the unrolled reed mats that
separated the entry area from his sleeping quarters, conferring in low voices.
They stopped talking when I entered. A small flame danced in an earthenware pot
on the floor in front of them, casting shadows on the walls. I glimpsed a sheet
of papyrus on the floor containing a rude map. I set the plate and cup before
the stranger and he attacked the food hungrily. I turned to go.


“Wait outside beside the fire, Maetkra. Warn me if you
see anyone or anything strange,” Ahmes said in a low, insistent voice. “Especially
if you notice one of Nebit’s men lurking about.”


I did as he ordered, sat beside the fire, watched, my
mind whirling all the while. Why would a stranger appear so mysteriously at
this time of night? Why would Ahmes be expecting him? Why did he want me to act
as lookout? What did Nebit have to do with it? I’d been worried about Nebit
sending an assassin; Ahmes was worried about Nebit for some other reason. About
two hours before dawn the stranger emerged from the pavilion and vanished into
the darkness without looking at me. Ahmes remained inside and said nothing to me
afterwards about what had happened. Clearly, he trusted me to keep the stranger’s
visit to myself.


Different strangers appeared the next two nights as
well, and each time I heard them arrive and went for food without being asked
and then kept lookout beside the fire. After the visitor departed on the third
night Ahmes called me into his pavilion.


“I’m going to trust you to keep secret something extremely
important, Maetkra,” he said, his voice so low I had to strain to hear. “I
heard rumors before I left Giza that men who don’t want Ankhu to complete his
mission might try to ambush us before we reach Abdju. Some of Nebit’s overseers
who reside along the river ahead of us – overseers I especially trust – are looking
out for anything suspicious and reporting to me every night. That’s as much as
I can tell you.”


My heart was in my throat. Who could possibly want the
expedition to fail? Why? They’d really kill all of us to stop Ankhu? What was
he doing that was so important? But I was just a seamstress. One who didn’t
belong on this expedition in the first place. Ahmes would never answer my
questions if I asked. If he even knew the answers. “I’ll say nothing,” I
assured him.


The next evening I moved my pallet from the serving
girls’ tent into the outer section of Ahmes’ pavilion so I could serve him more
readily, and he didn’t object. From then on I intercepted the strangers upon
their nightly arrival, admitted them to Ahmes’ pavilion, crept noiselessly into
the sleeping area to touch his shoulder and awaken him, went for refreshments,
then waited beside the campfire as a sentinel, sewing so I wouldn’t arouse anyone’s
suspicion.


 


 


***


 


 


One afternoon, while Ankhu and Senu and Sakaherka and
Ahmes were visiting one of the numerous villages in the Badari region, Kauit
and Maghrab and I settled ourselves in the shade of a palm grove a few feet
from the river near Mostagedda. The area was picturesque, the newly–harvested
plains wide, with numerous promontories jutting into them from the eastern
plateau. Huts clustered atop most of the promontories, small nameless hamlets. Several
of Ahmes’ men stood guard out of hearing range. As was our daily practice I was
tutoring Kauit and Maghrab in my language, a task I’d taken over completely from
Ahmes.


After an hour Kauit announced she was tired and lay
back in the grass and stared up at the cloudless sky.


“One of my ancestors used to live not far from here, at
Badari, My Lady,” I told her. “Her name was Tiaa. She was born somewhere very
far to the south and west of the valley, what’s now desert. A trader from
Badari named Ankhmare visited her people one year. Tiaa returned to the valley
with him. She was a potter.”


“Did he steal her away, like happened to me?” Kauit
asked.


“No. Ankhmare rescued her from an old man she was
being forced to marry. According to the family story, Ankhmare’s boat capsized
only a mile or so from Badari, not long after passing this very spot. Tiaa nearly
drowned. He saved her.”


“I suppose she married her hero?”


“No. Ankhmare loved a woman named Khuit. In fact, he’d
gone to Tiaa’s home in an attempt to obtain enough exotic trade goods that Khuit’s
father would let them marry. After Ankhmare’s boat capsized and he lost everything
he’d bartered for, Khuit’s father gave her to Ankhmare’s uncle, Pay, instead. Pay
was in line to one day become his band’s patriarch, you see. Anyway, in those
days people didn’t live at Badari year–round. There were hardly any permanent
settlers in the valley at all. During the inundation the Badarians abandoned
their homes and followed wadi trails into the Eastern Desert, all the way to
the sea, following herds of oryx and gazelles and other animals. Of course, what’s
now desolate desert was mostly savannah back then, with plenty of grass and
water. During her first trip Tiaa met a man from a band that wandered the East
year–round, named Qar. He etched images of animals on rock faces so his people would
have success in the hunt. Tiaa and Qar fell madly in love. But their patriarchs
refused to let them marry. A few years later Ankhmare fled Badari, along with Tiaa
and Khuit, right after Pay became his band’s patriarch and ordered Tiaa to
become his second wife. The three of them escaped to Nekhen, a large settlement
in the Deep South. Tiaa invented a new style of pottery there – red–bodied, etched
with images in white, matching the images Qar had engraved on rock faces.
Ankhmare traded Tiaa’s pottery throughout the valley.”


“And Qar saw some, and tracked it to its source, and
they lived happily together,” Kauit guessed.


“They did indeed,” I said.


“I’m afraid people are only truly happy in old
stories,” Kauit said.


She’d never spoken to me about her past. “My Lady,
what was your life like – before?” I asked. “Unless you don’t want to talk
about it.”


“Hard,” Kauit admitted. “Our band was small, one of
many your people call wretches. We call ourselves Shasu. We roamed the Sinai,
living in rude huts, moving from water hole to water hole depending on the
season. We mined copper to barter, before your king stole our mines, and raised
sheep and goats.”


“Was your family large?”


“My father and mother, a sister, three more of my
father’s wives and their ten children. All girls. Papa craved a son and so he treated
me, his eldest, like one. I learned to hunt and fight but never to sew, as you
could tell from the state of my clothing when we met.” She laughed and I joined
in. She turned serious. “My father was a hard, vicious, belligerent man. He
abused his wives and children. He’d picked out a successor to lead our band,
Ragnakh, a man in his very image in every way. I was to marry Ragnakh to
legitimize his leadership. I hated and feared him. It was Ragnakh who drove the
lance through Ahmes’ shoulder. Ahmes did me a great service when he killed him.”


“Senu said that turned the tide of battle.”


“We’d lured Ankhu’s men into an inescapable trap,
Maetkra. We’d slain a great many of them, broken their spirit, but when Ragnakh
died our so–called warriors became cowards. They turned tail and ran. Even my
father.” Kauit spat. “We would’ve won if we’d stood our ground.”


“Senu said you fought.”


“Like I said, my father raised me to be a son. I tried
to rally his men. They ran anyway.”


I heard contempt in Kauit’s voice and looked at her
with renewed respect. I couldn’t imagine going to war like a man.


“I tried to convince my father to launch another
attack on Ankhu that very night. We would have wiped Ankhu out. But Father
refused. He assumed Ankhu would slink away with his tail between his legs and
yield the Sinai to us. Father was a fool. A few hours later, after everyone had
gone to sleep, Ankhu attacked our camp – or, I should say, Ahmes did. He caught
us by surprise. We never had a chance. Most of my people were killed as they rushed
from their burning huts. Once the fighting was over Ankhu lined up everyone
still alive – young boys and girls, women, men. Even infants.”


Maghrab covered her face with both hands and began
shaking with silent sobs.


“Ankhu wanted to send a message to the other Shasu in
the Sinai, that they couldn’t stand against the might of King Khufu,” Kauit
said coldly. “So he executed my people, one by one, with his mace. Personally.
And I watched every one of my people die. They deserved that – someone to witness
and remember. To turn away would’ve been cowardly.”


“I’m so sorry,” I said sympathetically. “I couldn’t
have.” I wanted to put my arms around Kauit, comfort her, but I didn’t dare
touch someone like her unbidden.


“Before Ankhu started killing my people he claimed me
as his prize. As you must have noticed by now, Ankhu’s attracted to beautiful
women. I’ve even seen him staring at you.”


“My Lady!” I protested. “One such as me… I…”


“I don’t blame you, Maetkra,” Kauit said gently. “The
fault’s his, not yours. That’s just his way.” She looked into the distance. “Maghrab
seized hold of me when Ankhu’s men started tying my wrists. A guard was about
to run her through. Ahmes stopped him. Ahmes lied to Ankhu to save her – he
said Maghrab was a healer.”


I studied Maghrab closely for the first time.
Realization dawned. “She’s your sister, isn’t she, My Lady.”


Panicked, Maghrab looked at Kauit.


“You can’t tell anyone! Ever!” Kauit hissed at me. “Ahmes
knows, but no one else. He heard Maghrab call me ‘Sister.’ That’s why he saved
her life. I’ll always be grateful to him for that.”


“I’ll keep your secret, My Lady,” I vowed solemnly.


“I know you will, Maetkra.” Kauit sat up. “Ankhu
claimed me as his slave that day. But I decided on the spot I wouldn’t be one.
So I made Ankhu fall in love with me on the journey back to the valley. He was
too weak to resist me.”


“Senu told me everyone at Giza believes you cast a
barbarian spell on him.”


Kauit laughed. “No woman needs a spell to snare a man
as enamored of women as Ankhu.”


“Do you love him, My Lady?”


“When I close my eyes at night I see him executing
every member of my family, Maetkra. Could you?”


“No, My Lady.”


“I pretended so I’d have some measure of control over
my future. When Ankhu asked the king to let us marry he played into my hands.”


“How, My Lady?”


“Ankhu very publicly staked a claim to me. After his
success on the expedition, after earning a reward from his father, how could
one of his brothers or a courtier pass over him and take me as concubine, which
Ahmes feared would be my fate? When the king refused it bought me time.”


“Time for what?”


“To elevate myself. Khufu intends to make me his
concubine when this expedition returns to Giza. I heard him tell Nebit.” She
leaned close. “But I intend to become his third wife.”


I stared at Kauit in amazement. Her stated intention
matched my dream. The image of Kauit wearing the beadnet dress I’d someday create
for her rose in my mind. I recalled the words she’d someday speak. More proof
the falcon god had brought us together.


“My sister will prove to the king she deserves to be
more than a concubine before this expedition returns to Giza,” Maghrab said
confidently.


“Every woman in the per’aa thinks I’m a silly ignorant
wretch who’s unfit to be in the same room with them. So do the men. They all underestimate
me. I promise you, I’ll rise above them all. I’m ambitious, Maetkra. Ragnakh
was foolhardy – if he hadn’t charged Ankhu, seeking glory, he’d be alive today.
Our men wouldn’t have run. We would’ve wiped Ankhu out. I’d be married to
Ragnakh and through him I’d be ruling my people. I’d be the source of his power
and he’d have no clue. It’s no different with Ankhu. He’s very ambitious –
though sadly naïve and lacking the skills to navigate political obstacles. It’s
up to me to make sure he completes the mission given him by the king, despite
himself, so, as Maghrab said, the king will recognize my abilities and take me as
wife. Mark my words, Maetkra – I won’t rest until I have wealth and high
position and have outstripped everyone who denigrates me now. I’ll create
fitting futures for my children. To do that I must protect Ankhu from anyone who’d
lower his status. That’d cost me everything.”


“Like the men trying to sabotage this expedition?” I
asked.


“What?” Kauit queried sharply, her eyes narrowing.


“Ahmes fears the expedition will be attacked.”


“Explain yourself!” Kauit demanded, glancing sideways
at Maghrab.


“I happened to see a man slip into Ahmes’ pavilion in
the middle of the night ten days ago, My Lady. Ahmes noticed me observing the
stranger. He sent me to fetch food and told me to keep watch by the fire. The
same thing has happened every night since. Ahmes has told me only that the
expedition might be in danger, and that the strangers are men he trusts who are
looking out for anything suspicious. So, I sit beside the fire after the men
arrive to make their reports and keep watch, making sure no one’s around when
they’re ready to exit Ahmes’ pavilion. Who’d pay attention to a woman sewing by
a campfire?”


“Who indeed. It appears Ahmes is taking this supposed threat
seriously,” Kauit said.


“Ahmes is the first in camp to rise each morning, well
before dawn, to speak to the soldiers who’ve been on guard at night. Then he
goes to the royal barque to be available as soon as the king’s son awakens. He’s
the last to bed, after making a circuit to inspect the guards and make sure they’re
properly stationed about camp. Then he’s up half the night talking with the
strangers.”


“I see.”


I gazed at Kauit, puzzled. She was reacting far too
calmly to my news. I remembered how incensed I’d been when I’d discovered Nebit
trying to cheat the king of his share of the estate’s wine because of how it
might affect my status. Kauit had just explained how she was counting on this
expedition succeeding so she could marry the king. I’d just revealed a
dangerous threat to her future. She didn’t seem to care. Something didn’t add
up. And then it suddenly did. “You warned Ahmes about the plot, didn’t you, My
Lady. You and he together are protecting the king’s son.”


Kauit’s eyes narrowed once more. “Did he tell you?”


“No, My Lady. Ahmes doesn’t confide in me. But it
makes sense to me now, why you pretend not to understand our language when you
actually do.”


Kauit smiled. “Husbands tell their wives things they
shouldn’t. Wives gossip amongst themselves. The women in the per’aa thought me
ignorant of their language. I didn’t correct their impression. They were most
unguarded in their comments. Not just around me, but Maghrab. Men, too.”


I couldn’t help admire Kauit. She’d almost been
executed by her people’s enemies, yet was cagily positioning herself to triumph
over them. Her ambition to marry the king didn’t seem farfetched at all. “Ahmes
tells you what his visitors report?” I guessed.


“Knowledge is power, Maetkra. Ahmes tells Maghrab, who
tells me. Everyone knows Maghrab belongs to Ahmes, so seeing them together doesn’t
raise suspicion.” Kauit lowered her voice, moved closer. “But an ambush isn’t
all we have to worry about. Fact is, Ahmes and Maghrab and I discovered the
conspiracy when we overheard two men talking about it in the garden of the per’aa
the night before the expedition departed Giza. We learned the expeditions’ scribes
were going to falsify the records of what’s owed the king too. They have been,
the whole trip. Sakaherka and Senu are monitoring them closely. They’re helping
us protect Ankhu from that part of the plot. Trouble is, we have no idea how
many people might be working against us, or if we’ve even discovered all the
ways they’re trying to sabotage us.”


“Does the king’s son know about the conspiracy?”


“We’ve kept him in the dark. We’re not sure how he’d
react. We don’t want him to accidentally tip off the conspirators. We want to
catch the people in charge of the conspiracy, not those carrying out the
orders.” Kauit leaned close. “You’re one of us now, Maetkra. It’s up to us to
make this expedition a success – me, you, Ahmes, Senu, Sakaherka, Maghrab – no
matter what happens.”


“You can count on me, My Lady,” I replied.


“I have another, equally pressing problem,” Kauit averred.
“As I said, Ankhu has appetites. I’ve refused to let him bed me so far, though
I dangle that prospect from time to time. He’s frustrated because I’m keeping
him at arm’s length. My hold on him is starting to loosen. Especially with so
many women throwing themselves at him every time we visit a town. Unlike me, they’re
more than willing to fall into bed with him at a moment’s notice. They have
delusions of spending their lives making his babies and living in splendor in
the king’s per’aa. Fueled by discussions with Nebit.”


“I know what Nebit’s doing on the king’s behalf, My
Lady,” I said. “Senu told me.”


“I have to treat them all as serious competitors for Ankhu’s
affection. To set myself apart from them, I need to make Ankhu realize he needs
more than the physical from me – he needs my guidance and counsel to rise high in
his father’s court. I need him to realize that without me he’ll soon fade into
obscurity once this expedition ends. I have to make him reject the very notion of
taking a wife who isn’t as capable as me of advancing his future – right up to
the day I toss him aside to be with the king. I have to keep Ankhu from
impulsively marrying some local woman before we return to Giza. She’ll make
sure Ankhu gets all the credit if this expedition succeeds, not me. She’ll
trivialize my value. Then I will end up as Khufu’s concubine, not his wife.”


“I know all too well what being subservient is like,”
I said.


“I must make myself into the only woman Ankhu
needs, not only in his eyes, but in those of everyone around him. Otherwise,
saving this expedition will earn me nothing. I must become indispensable to Ankhu.
I must make King Khufu and everyone in the per’aa see I’m far more than a
barbarian, that they too can rely on me. Ahmes has taught both Maghrab and me
much about this valley. Along with language, I need you to start teaching me everything
you know about this land too.”


“Of course, My Lady.”


A guard appeared. “It’s time, My Lady.”


“Tomorrow,” Kauit told me. “First thing.”


Armed with my family’s ancient stories, I was going to
have plenty to tell.


 


 


***


 


 


Our sojourn in the Badari region over, we moved
upriver to Ipu. We arrived in time to celebrate the festival of Min, the valley’s
primeval fertility god.


“Min impregnates nature, wounded by the harvest, with
new fertility,” I told Kauit at dawn as Maghrab and I helped her dress for the
procession to Min’s shrine.


“I can’t keep all your gods straight,” Kauit admitted.
“Even though Ahmes tried to explain them to me once.”


“It’s hard for everyone,” I laughed. “Every hamlet and
town has its own local god. Some gods are valley–wide.” I touched the talisman
dangling around my neck with my fingers. “The falcon god has been the god of my
family since before anyone settled permanently along the river. Now he’s
recognized everywhere – he’s called Horus. But there are more – Ptah, the god
of craftsmen; Maat, the goddess of order; Hathor, the goddess of love – she was
originally called Bat; Set, a god of chaos; Wadjet, the cobra goddess of Per–Wadjet
in the delta; Nekhbet, the vulture goddess of Nekheb, Nekhen’s sister town. The
last two protect the king. There’s also Hapi, god of the inundation, and Sobek,
the crocodile god. My earliest ancestors worshiped him at a massive lake, thousands
of years ago. The god rising fastest in prominence now is Re, one of the three
aspects of the sun god.”


“I saw banners flying over Ptah’s temple when we
sailed past Ineb–hedj,” Maghrab said. “Is that where the god lives?”


“Yes. Every morning his ba descends from the heavens
and occupies Ptah’s statue in its most protected room.”


“Ahmes tried to explain to me about bas and kas once.
I didn’t understand.”


“We believe gods and humans have five elements,” I
replied. “The ka is the vital energy or life force that differentiates the
living from the dead. The ba is the spiritual identity that makes each of us
unique; the ba returns to the world after we die to collect offerings at our body
or a statue engraved with our name. The name concentrates a person’s essence;
speaking or thinking a dead person’s name makes them exist. The shadow is the
fourth element. And the last element is akh, an illuminated physical state that
lets a person join the indestructible stars.”


“So complicated.”


“Yet beautiful. We believe the ka is a life force that
extends back through all the generations that have come before us. For example,
I share my ka with my ancestors. Priests tell us the creator god transferred
his ka to the other gods, who transferred their kas to the king. So the king is
the life force of his officials and people.”


“What happens to the ka when the body dies?”


“It goes to rest while the body is being prepared for
burial. The burial ritual reawakens it. The reawakening is critical so the ka
can be reborn and relinked to the land of the living. To do this, the deceased
has to rejoin his or her ka. The ba makes the journey.”


“Because the dead body can’t?”


“That’s right. While the ka is a generic life force, the
ba is the person’s individual manifestation. The ba isn’t a spirit. It’s a form
of existence that can eat and drink and travel. It passes back and forth between
the Afterlife and the tomb, where the body lays. During the burial ritual, the
ba and ka are reunited, creating the akh, or spirit state, free to move on and
over the earth.”


“How does the god’s ba descend?” Maghrab asked.


“Every evening a god’s high priest seals the bolt on
his temple’s sanctuary door with clay, for the ba has left the statue. Every
dawn he breaks the seal and opens the door. Then, standing before the god’s
statue, the priest intones ‘rise thou, great god, in peace; rise, thou art in peace.’
Then he worships the statue, offers perfume and incense, anoints it with holy
oils of cedar and myrrh, adorns it with make–up, clothes it, then offers food,
flowers and drink. Sometimes priestesses perform the anointing. The priest sets
the food offering on a table and lights it on fire. Yellow flames leap from the
table; the smoke itself is an offering to the god. The priest spoons incense
into the flames to make its scent more pleasing. On special occasions priests
sacrifice a bull and scatter its blood on the fire.”


“I thought only the king could speak with gods,” Kauit
said.


“There was a ruler in Nekhen, close to a thousand
years ago, named Ma–ee. He was the first to claim he alone could speak to and
speak for the falcon god. He named him Nekheny, which evolved over the
centuries into Horus, the patron of all the kings. Ever since Ma–ee’s time, we’ve
believed the king is the personification of various gods. He’s a son of the
god, Horus in the per’aa. But the king can’t be everywhere, and because there
are dozens of gods and dozens of shrines and temples throughout the valley the king
delegates some of his duties to priests.”


“Tell me about these priests.”


“They come from influential families and work for
thirty days once every five or six months. Priests reside in temple complexes,
which have living quarters, storehouses, craft workshops, ovens and kitchens,
as well as a sanctuary. They receive a portion of whatever people offer to the
gods. Priest–astronomers follow the course of the stars to establish the hours
of the night and begin a temple’s religious rites at the correct moment. Others
work as healers or architects or court officials. Sometimes they work in
funerary cults, dedicate statues and buildings and objects, and preside at
festivals where they carry statues of gods and goddesses on portable shrines.
But the priests’ primary job is to administer the local temple, train
priesthood candidates, and conduct daily rituals. Their role is to maintain
universal order and win divine approval through those rituals. In the
countryside, where people worship minor or local gods, farmers act as priests
for a couple of months each year. My uncle was one of them, at King Sneferu’s
pyramid at Meidum.”


“My people believe that when we die we disappear
forever. But Ahmes told me your people are obsessed with life.”


“And have been as far back as stories go,” I said. “My
first ancestors lived on the savannah centuries before it turned to desert.
They believed in life after death. They were buried in oval pits, lying on
their left sides, in a contracted position as if they were still in the womb,
facing the West and the setting sun. They expected to be reborn every morning in
the East, where the sun rises. They were buried with objects they’d used in
their daily lives and expected to need in the next. We still believe that.
While the king, as a god, will join the sun and stars in their daily journey
across the sky and be reborn each night, the rest of us expect our new lives to
be similar to the ones we’ve lived on earth. That’s why Ankhu wants Senu to
decorate his tomb. Scenes of what he’s done in life on his tomb’s walls will
let him do those same things for eternity.”


“Like slay my family, and take me and my sister
captive,” Maghrab said bitterly.


“Sadly, yes.”


“King Khufu gave Ankhu a tomb east of his pyramid at Giza,
as a reward,” Kauit said.


“My husband lies in a modest one on that plateau,” I
said, “also given by the king.”


“You were married?” Kauit asked, surprised.


“His name was Kay. He was twice my age, one of King
Khufu’s most important courtiers. One of the Greatest of Tens. Nebit’s father.”


“That obnoxious and pompous and lazy hanger–on? Ankhu’s
friend? Khufu’s tool?” Kauit asked.


“Yes. Fortunately, Kay was the exact opposite of Nebit.
Anyway, I was given a choice to marry either Kay or his rival. I chose Kay, even
though I loved someone else. Desperately.” I thought it better not to admit
who. That would create too many questions I didn’t want to answer. “Several
years ago Kay and my papa were crushed by the same block of granite at Giza’s
harbor and died.”


“You poor thing!” Maghrab said.


“Anyway, even in the Afterlife, a courtier’s sense of
personal identity and self–worth is measured in terms of his relationship with
the king. That’s why the king’s sons and courtiers are going to be buried to the
east and west of his pyramid, in vast cemeteries. The rows of tombs are almost
like a town. Buried there, the courtiers will be dependent on King Khufu
forever.”


After Maghrab applied paint to Kauit’s face and combed
her hair until it shone I helped her into her dress, one I’d made especially
for this occasion, brilliant white, the straps that ran from shoulder to waist
and the hem embroidered in turquoise. It clung to her body perfectly and
swirled about her legs as she walked. I draped a turquoise pendant around her
neck and placed turquoise bracelets on her wrists. Then I hurried along with
Maghrab to join the townspeople who’d been staking out positions along the dusty
lane between the river and shrine for hours in anticipation of seeing the royal
party. The head of the procession soon appeared. Ankhu and Kauit were walking a
few steps behind Min’s priests, flanked on one side by Ahmes and on the other
by the chief of the local region. Minor officials trailed after. Several
priests carried standards, long wooden shafts topped by symbols of Min. Senu
and Sakaherka and the scribes and courtiers accompanying Ankhu, including Nebit,
followed them. None of the musicians or dancers in the procession, or the women
lining the streets, or the wives or daughters of officials, were dressed half
as finely as Kauit.


Ipu’s mud–brick Min shrine was unimpressive, very
small, standing apart from the houses of the village. The original shrine on
the site had been constructed of reeds, one of the very first shrines in the
valley, according to my family’s stories. Sakaherka had visited this one once,
he’d told me. Inside were a few ceramic offering tables, some flint knives with
decorated handles for use in rituals, and small ivory images of animals and
humans. The only impressive thing about the shrine were two colossal stone
statues of Min that flanked its outer door, each more than ten feet tall, each
holding an erect phallus with its left hand. There were no statues remotely as
large in the entire valley. The stone had been greatly eroded by windblown
sand, attesting to the statues’ age. I suspected some of my ancestors may have
gazed upon these statues when they were brand new.


“Did you notice the seashells sculpted on the statues?”
I asked Maghrab. “There’s a trail between Ipu and the Eastern Sea. Traders
regularly travel it to obtain shells to make beads and amulets and pendants and
musical instruments and offering dishes and incense bowls. Some craftsmen even
imitate shells in gold and copper. Min is the patron god of those trading
expeditions.”


The priests and Ankhu went inside the shrine to offer emmer
and barley before a much–smaller statue of the god while everyone else waited
outside.


When they appeared after the ceremony the priests were
carrying a sledge on their shoulders, grasping long wooden staves passing
through shiny copper rings attached to its base. A small shrine rested atop the
sledge. Inside was a statue of Min, richly bedecked with flowers and garlands. Only
on feast days did the god emerge from his main shrine so he could be viewed by
the people. The procession reformed, with Ankhu and Kauit trailing the priests
and the musicians and dancers. The priests carried the shrine to a festival
ground on the edge of town. There, men clad in feathers had erected a cone–shaped
cult structure made of long timbers. The priests took Min’s statue from the
shrine placed it inside the cone to preside over the rest of the festival.


Athletic events commenced after the noon meal. Men and boys competed in archery, ball games, swimming, rope climbing and foot races. The
women observed, Kauit and the wives of local dignitaries on a raised wooden
platform shaded by a linen canopy, me standing in the crowd with Maghrab. I
watched children participating in a vaulting game I remembered from my
childhood: two children sat with their feet touching and arms extended while
other children jumped over their arms, which were gradually raised.


Both Ankhu and Ahmes threw themselves whole–heartedly
into the games. I’d never seen an athlete as powerful and graceful as Ankhu; no
wonder his older brothers were jealous. Ahmes too gave a good account of
himself, using experience as an advantage against those who were far younger. I
could tell his scarred shoulder was bothering him; he favored it in every activity.
Ankhu almost won the footrace and rope climbing and did beat everyone at
archery; Ahmes was only a few places behind. Few were the unattached women who
didn’t flock around Ankhu; I noted the concerned and helpless expression on Kauit’s
face as Ankhu responded to them between events. I prayed to the falcon god that
the dress I’d made for the festival banquet this evening would draw Ankhu’s
interest away from them and to Kauit alone, for I’d come to like her very much.


The day’s last contest was wrestling. Ankhu and Ahmes defeated
each of their individual opponents, then faced off against each other for the
championship. They stood in the midst of a circle of townspeople, both of them laughing,
both challenging the other, until without warning Ankhu rushed forward and
grasped Ahmes by the neck and his injured shoulder. For a long time they pushed
and shoved each other within the circle, back and forth, side to side, grunting,
sweating, kicking up dust. Then Ankhu managed to trip Ahmes and throw him.
Ahmes landed hard on his back and cried out involuntarily. He rolled onto his
stomach, his back bloodied by a shard of stone that had somehow not been
removed from the wrestling ground and had deeply gouged his flesh. Ahmes good–naturedly
yielded to Ankhu, who offered his hand and helped him to his feet.


Ahmes tried to reach for the wound, halfway up the
right side of his back, but failed. Dizzily he sank to the ground, blood
flowing copiously and mixing with the sweat and sand and dust that coated his
back. While everyone else stood transfixed I elbowed my way through the crowd
and brusquely ordered the nearest woman to bring me a skin of water and another
to bring specific herbs and honey. I knelt next to Ahmes and hurriedly tore a
strip of linen from the hem of my skirt and pressed it against the wound to
stanch the blood. The linen quickly turned bright red. Maghrab knelt beside me
and tore a strip from her skirt.


“Even I don’t have a personal healer at my beck and
call.” The voice sounded amused. “Much less two.”


I half turned and found myself staring up into Ankhu’s
face. In all the time I’d spent on the royal barque he hadn’t yet spoken to me.
Mostly because I’d kept my distance in order to avoid Nebit, who spent half of
each day in Ankhu’s presence. I dropped my eyes to the ground. I kept the linen
pressed against Ahmes’ back.


Ankhu placed his fingers under my chin and tilted my
face up, forcing me to look at him. He was smiling. “Shouldn’t you see to your
patient?”


Kauit was standing a little behind Ankhu. I didn’t
miss the anger in her eyes. For Ankhu to speak so familiarly to me… even though
he was clearly joking he’d struck a nerve in Kauit. I recalled Kauit’s comment
that the king’s son had been watching me. I could ill afford Kauit to think I
was a rival for Ankhu’s affection like the women in this town. Yet I couldn’t
tell Ankhu to let me alone either.


“Yes, Majesty. At once.” I turned my back to Ankhu and
pressed the linen more tightly against Ahmes. The water and herbs and honey
soon arrived and while Maghrab held the linen in place I mixed a paste in an
earthenware bowl with which I packed the wound after I cleaned it. That stopped
the bleeding. Then I washed the rest of the blood and sand and mud from Ahmes’
broad back, my hands passing lightly over his hard muscles. How I wished I
could feel his strong arms wrapped around me again. But hundreds were watching us
and I set the thought aside and concentrated on ministering to him.


Someone had given Maghrab a long length of linen,
which she’d torn into strips. I put a pad of linen over the wound, then wound the
strips around Ahmes’ chest and back, securely binding the paste in the wound.


“You’re a member of my expedition, aren’t you, Healer?”
Ankhu asked when I sat back on my haunches to survey the improvised bandage.


“I serve My Lady, Majesty,” I said, lowering my eyes
again, wishing he would go away and leave me in peace. What business did one
such as me have speaking with a son of the living god? “I’m a seamstress.”


“Hmm. Can’t tell it from your handiwork.”


“I grew up in pyramid workers’ villages at Dahshur and
  Giza. Many of my neighbors carved stone. I cared for their injuries.”


“Well, if I’m injured on the expedition – if my friend
Ahmes fails to protect me from harm – I’ll call on you myself,” Ankhu said.


“Protect you?” Ahmes laughed. “The real question is –
who’s to protect me from the king’s clearly most dangerous son?”


Ankhu laughed and clapped Ahmes on the shoulder.


Ahmes cringed.


I beckoned to Senu, who was, as always, sketching. “Your
reed, and a scrap of papyrus, please.”


Curious, he handed me both and I held the papyrus
against my thigh and drew several hieroglyphs on it with the reed. Then I
rolled it up and bound each end of the papyrus with a strip of linen. I looped
it around Ahmes’ neck. The roll lay against his chest. “A magic spell, to
hasten the healing,” I explained.


“How do you know to write a spell?” Ankhu asked.


“Maetkra assisted her father, Pakhar, an overseer at Giza’s
harbor,” Ahmes replied. “He taught her. And,” he added, “Maetkra is Kay’s widow.”


“The courtier you worked for, who operated Father’s
delivery network? One of the Greatest of Tens?”


“Yes. Nebit’s stepmother, as it turns out.”


“So, not a simple seamstress after all,” Ankhu said. “I
think I shall have to get to know you better, Healer.”


 


 


***


 


 


At sunset I went to the cabin on the royal barque. Maghrab
and I helped Kauit into the new dress I’d made for her, modeled on one of the
most elegant I’d seen in my dream, far more spectacular than the one I’d made
for the morning’s procession. Incense was burning in a small earthenware
container, masking the muddy scent of the river. The garment was of the best linen
available at a riverside market in one of the villages we’d camped near,
somewhat opaque but not sheer, reaching from Kauit’s ribs to her ankles, held
up with two narrow straps. Maghrab and I had washed and dried the garment every
day for two weeks, so that it was brilliant white. The dress clung to Kauit’s
waist and hips and flowed with her as she moved about the cabin. I’d
embroidered the hem and straps with narrow bands of gold and turquoise thread
to add a bit of color. Maghrab expressed her pleasure.


Kauit seated herself on a stool beside a low wooden
table covered with various ointment jars so Maghrab could outline her eyes with
kohl. Maghrab had applied henna to her sister’s nails and a hint of red ocher
to her cheeks and lips before my arrival. As Maghrab worked I looked through a
small jewelry chest. It contained gold chains bearing pendants, a couple of
rings, several bracelets and a few anklets and girdles. Ankhu was using his
wealth to woo Kauit, it appeared. I selected a thin gold chain with a turquoise
amulet, the amulet’s color representing the slender shoots of spring and
matching the embroidery on the dress perfectly. I slipped the chain over Kauit’s
head, letting the amulet fall against her chest. Then I knelt and fastened a
turquoise anklet around Kauit’s left ankle and several turquoise bracelets on each
wrist. Finally, I stood and placed an elegant diadem on Kauit’s head – a thin
band of gold with three long dangling strips of gold, one on each side and one
in back.


Kauit studied herself in a hand mirror, then looked at
me uncertainly. “Wouldn’t more jewels be better? And a wig?”


A nearby table contained a variety of the latter made
of human hair curled with tongs and fixed with resin and wax – braided, curled,
long hair, short hair, all of them dark.


“No, My Lady. It’d be a mistake to cover your lovely
hair. Remember – you want to stand out.”


“But…”


“Please, My Lady, trust me,” I pleaded. “Do you
believe in the power of jewels and a dress and a wig, or do you believe in
yourself? When you smile you outshine the most precious stones and gold. No one
can match your beauty. Besides…” – I bent and lifted the hem of the dress and
showed Kauit a row of small hieroglyphs embroidered in gold – “I’ve given this
dress a magic spell, that all men who see you in it will have eyes only for
you.”


“So – women from your land cast spells too.” Kauit
inspected herself in the mirror again. She took a deep breath. “I’ll do it your
way, Maetkra – at least this time. May Hathor be with me… did I invoke the
correct goddess?”


I smiled and nodded. “Hathor, goddess of love and beauty…
you did indeed, My Lady.”


 


 


***


 


 


The moon rose and stars wheeled across the sky and
nearly all the expedition’s servants and huntsmen and fishermen and sailors went
to their pallets and the fire before the semicircle of tents and Ahmes pavilion
burned to coals and still I paced back and forth, impatient, nervous, afraid.
If I’d delivered on my promise, if Kauit’s dress was a success at the banquet, I
might be allowed to continue on with the expedition. If I’d failed I’d probably
be left here and be on my own. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that, despite
serving as teacher to Kauit, I’d become her indispensable friend; I knew I was
simply a tool Kauit was using in her quest for power and position and once I
lost my usefulness Kauit would discard me without a second thought. I didn’t
mind. I was using Kauit for my own purpose too – to escape those who’d execute me.
My only regret, if I was left behind when the expedition departed in the
morning, was that I’d never see Ahmes or Senu again. Those partings would break
my heart. As inevitable as they were anyway.


It was late when Ahmes and Senu approached the fire,
having escorted the royal party from Ipu back to the barque.


“Congratulations!” Senu cried, running to me and
taking both my hands and swinging me around joyfully. “The king’s officials in Ipu
will talk about Kauit for years to come. Such a spectacular trophy! No man at
the banquet could take his eyes off her.” He elbowed Ahmes in the ribs. “Even
our friend here was not immune. And Ankhu…”


“He looked at Kauit the way he did when he first fell
in love with her on the return from the Sinai,” Ahmes said, his voice sounding
far away. “You made a beautiful woman absolutely dazzling, Maetkra. Amazing.”


“I bring you a message from Kauit,” Senu said cheerfully.
“She wishes to see you first thing in the morning. There are many feasts to
come in the days ahead and she will have more dresses from you.”


 


 


***


 


 


The expedition camped at Ipu for a week. Each morning Maghrab
and I visited the riverside market or those of nearby hamlets and bartered for the
finest fabrics woven by local women. I spent hours afterwards designing and
sewing, and before long had created a substantial wardrobe for my patroness.


After the wrestling incident, members of the
expedition began calling on me to treat their minor wounds, mostly snakebites
or scorpion stings. Out of necessity, since unaccountably no healer had been
sent with Ankhu, I took on that role in addition to my other duties. Senu
painted images of crocodiles and snakes and scorpions for me on numerous shards
of broken pottery. After treating a patient’s wounds with herbs I poured water
over the appropriate image and gave it to the sufferer to drink so he or she could
share in the protection of the associated god. I acquired a small stock of
healing amulets from a shrine workshop at Ipu and also created a collection of
healing spells on papyrus. Thereafter I dispensed both to those with more
serious afflictions.


We were to stop at Tjeni after leaving Ipu. Because it
was an important settlement there was to be a major banquet in Ankhu’s honor, drawing
officials from the entire region, and so I spent most of the time we were
moored at Ipu creating a special dress for Kauit.


“Tjeni was once a settlement of great importance,” I
told her as I fitted her newest garment in the cabin of the barque the day
before we were to sail farther south. “Back when Nekhen was the mightiest
settlement in the entire valley Tjeni was second largest, ranking ahead of
Nubt. Like Nekhen, Tjeni controlled many hamlets in its region.


“The wife of one of Nekhen’s rulers, a woman named
Abar, was determined that her descendants would someday unify this valley. As a
first step, she established trading posts in Nubt and Tjeni and sent traders from
Nekhen to live there. Those traders married local women. They raised their
children to worship Nekhen’s gods and to live the way people did in Nekhen, to
in time spread Nekhen’s culture to Nubt and Tjeni and ultimately the entire
valley.


“In time, though, Nekhen declined and Tjeni rose in
importance. Tjeni established strong trade links with the eastern delta and
prospered. Eventually, Tjeni conquered Nubt and directly ruled over it in order
to create a buffer against Nekhen, for those two settlements continued to be great
rivals. Perhaps a hundred years after that conquest a man named Menes became
king in Tjeni. He was determined to finally unite the entire valley. When a
small kingdom in the western delta threatened to choke off trade along the
river, Menes forged an alliance with Nekhen and together they defeated the
delta alliance. A few years later, when the west delta rose up in rebellion
against his rule, he defeated it for good. He changed his name to Narmer and
established his capital at Ineb–hedj.”


“And because Ineb–hedj became Narmer’s capital, Tjeni
declined?” Kauit asked.


“Yes, My Lady. Despite that, Narmer and his first seven
successors are all buried at Abdju, near their ancestral home, a half–day’s
travel south of Tjeni. We believe the gates to the Afterlife lie in the desert
west of Abdju. I suppose by being buried there the first kings hoped to retain
their link to their homeland for eternity.”


“That must be why what Ankhu’s supposed to do in Abdju’s
temple is so important to the king,” Kauit mused.


“Reason enough for us to be ambushed before we reach
it, as Ahmes fears?” I asked.


Kauit seemed to debate with herself, then addressed me.
“Tell no one about what I’m going to show you, Maetkra,” she commanded. She
removed a small linen–wrapped object from a solid gold box and undid the
bindings, revealing a three–inch high stone statuette, magnificent in its
simplicity.


“King Khufu,” I said, recognizing the figure.


“Ankhu’s supposed to deposit this statue in the
temple. The king expects his ba to inhabit it after he’s dead so he can visit
the bas of the land’s first kings.”


“Reason enough for Ankhu’s enemies to attack him and keep
him from depositing it,” I said.


Kauit nodded. She handed the statue to me and I took
it gingerly and inspected it closely. The king was seated on a throne wearing
the Red Crown of the lower valley and a shendyt. He held a flail in his right
hand. His left hand rested on his knee. I thought it ironic that a man who was
erecting the largest structure on earth was to be represented for eternity by a
statue so small. I turned it around and saw his name engraved on the back of
the chair. I handed the statue to Kauit, who rewrapped it and deposited it in
the gold box.


“Thanks to you, Maetkra, and this new dress, I’ll shine
at the banquet in Tjeni,” Kauit said. “Ankhu will be pleased.”


“My Lady, if you don’t mind my saying, it seems the
king’s son has been more attentive to you this week. Every night a banquet.
Every banquet a greater success for you.”


Kauit smiled. “Thanks in large part to the dresses you’ve
made me, Maetkra. Jealousy is a powerful thing. When men pay attention to me it
makes him value me more. But more importantly, because of what you’ve taught me
so far in our daily lessons I know more than the local women we encounter – even
more than some of the chiefs of the regions who’ve come to Ipu. I surprise Ankhu
daily with my knowledge of his father’s valley. He’s actually becoming proud of
me, not just smitten by me. It’s taken him a long time, but he’s finally seeing
I’m an asset to him.”


“He must think it’s a miracle you’re speaking our
language so much better than before.”


“He does. I attributed it to your teaching. Frankly,
it was wearying, pretending all the time not to know what everyone was saying.”
Kauit sat back in her chair, stretched out her legs. “I no longer fear the
daughter of some local dignitary catching Ankhu’s eye and becoming his wife,
Maetkra. No, now I fear only the king and the women of the per’aa. Only they
can take away the power I’m gaining for myself on this expedition. I still have
a long way to go to prove myself to them, but I’ve made a start. So our daily
lessons must continue.”


 


 


***


 


 


A dust–covered visitor appeared some hours after midnight the day after we departed Ipu. When I returned to Ahmes’ pavilion with food and
drink both were standing outside. Ahmes was fully dressed, armed with his dagger,
face grim.


“Awake the boat captains and the chief priest and the
head huntsman and the overseer of the servants and Sakaherka and summon them to
the royal barque,” Ahmes commanded tersely. “Do it quickly and do it quietly.”


Fifteen minutes later I mounted the gangplank behind
Sakaherka, certain the stranger had brought news of grave danger. Ankhu and
Kauit and Maghrab were just emerging from the barque’s cabin as I stepped on
deck. Small bowls of oil with linen wicks set on the four corners of the table
beneath the canopy flickered, casting light on the faces of the curious sleepy
men gathered there at Ahmes’ order. I slipped into the shadows behind them. Ahmes
hadn’t explicitly told me to stay away and I wanted to know what the visitor
had discovered and what Ahmes was going to do about it.


Ahmes didn’t even waste time bowing to Ankhu. “Majesty,
we’re going to be ambushed two nights from now, a day’s travel north of Tjeni,”
he said urgently.


“Ambushed?” Ankhu was instantly alert. “What? Why? By
whom?” His face registered shock.


Each man under the canopy looked one to the other,
equally surprised and stunned.


“You have powerful enemies, Majesty. I don’t know who’s
behind it. My man just brought word.” He indicated the travel–stained stranger to
his right. Reed in hand, he was hurriedly sketching a rough map on a sheet of
papyrus laid flat upon the table.


“Your man? You knew of a plot against me and said
nothing, Ahmes?” Now there was anger and a hint of betrayal in Ankhu’s voice.


Kauit placed her hand soothingly on Ankhu’s arm. “I
heard a rumor in the per’aa before we left that men were out to sabotage your
expedition. Ahmes took steps in case the rumor was true.”


Ankhu looked at her, first bewildered, then amazed. “You
heard a rumor?” Realization dawned. “You pretended not to know our tongue at Giza,
didn’t you. That’s how you learned of the plot.”


“And so we have the advantage,” Kauit said somewhat
smugly.


Ahmes continued, his voice even more urgent. “Forty
traitors have been promised gold, the contents of the royal barque, and…” – he
paused – “the expedition’s women.”


I tensed, remembering how violated I’d felt the times Ak
had attacked me. Kauit’s face turned ashen. She knew what it was like to be
captured by an enemy, only the odds of being spared again as Ankhu had spared
her were virtually non–existent. A woman as beautiful as her would end up a
slave or worse.


Nebit suddenly appeared in our midst, unbidden,
rubbing sleep from his eyes. “What’s this I hear about an ambush?”


Ahmes turned to the table and everyone pressed close.
The map showed a section of river bending sharply west and then sharply east,
forming a wide point with a grove of palms stretching from river to river at
its eastern end and desert hills rising a little farther behind them. “This is
the only decent landing place along the river a day’s travel north of Tjeni – flat,
not marshy, with plenty of wood for fuel, an excellent place to camp,” Ahmes
said. “I’ve used it many times while transporting supplies for Kay. The
traitors are camped here” – he put his finger on the map – “on the eastern side
of the palms. If we land on the point as they expect we’ll be easy prey,
trapped north, south and west by water. We have only fifteen soldiers for
defense. They’ll overwhelm us.”


Ankhu’s brow furrowed. He looked from the map to
Ahmes. “What are we to do?” he asked angrily.


The chief priest hurriedly addressed Ankhu. “The
prudent course, Majesty, is to abandon the expedition and return to Giza as
swiftly as possible. The king will forgive you for doing so, given the
circumstances.”


“As a Greatest of Tens, I agree,” Nebit hastily
interjected. “Delivering a statuette to Abdju is not worth your life.”


There were mutterings and nodded agreements and a few curious
whispers. Ahmes and Kauit exchanged a dark glance. The existence of Khufu’s
statuette and the reason we were traveling to Abdju was supposed to be a
closely–held secret. Why had Nebit just revealed it to everyone so casually?


Ankhu mulled over the priest’s and Nebit’s advice. He
looked at the circle of men gathered around the table. “What do you say,
Sakaherka?” he asked. “What counsel would you give?”


Sakaherka looked uncomfortable, being put on the spot.
“Majesty, no one can find fault with what you’ve accomplished so far. You’ve
represented the king well all the way up the river. You’ve assessed the
abilities of chiefs of regions and local officials. You’ve accurately gauged
the share of everything due His Majesty. Whether the king and his advisors will
forgive you for not going all the way to Tjeni and Abdju…” He shrugged his
shoulders.


The words, and their implication, hung in the air. A
failed expedition, disgrace.


Ankhu stiffened, his visage grim. He turned to the
captain of the royal barque. “And you?”


“Majesty, I can put you and the barbarian and your
records on my fastest barque with my strongest men to row in shifts and
soldiers to protect you and have you back at Giza within a few weeks. Even if
these traitors have a boat they’ll never be able to catch you. I guarantee it.”


In turn the remaining captains and various overseers
advised Ankhu to turn back. All cited overwhelming odds and untrained men. With
each recommendation that he flee Ankhu sagged more visibly. His mission was
doomed and he knew it. All that was in question was how his father would punish
him when he returned to Giza. He placed his hands on the table and leaned
forward, as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.


“What say you, Ahmes?” Ankhu asked wearily, not even
looking up from the map, as if he expected Ahmes to confirm the decision he
already knew he must make.


Before Ahmes could reply Kauit slammed both fists on
the table, so hard one of the bowls fell to the deck and rolled all the way to
the railing, leaving a trail of oil behind.


Ankhu jumped.


“Absolutely not!” Kauit cried, her fierce dark eyes
sweeping the circle of faces. The warrior in her had awakened. “Traitors are
trying to destroy the king’s son! We will not let them succeed!”


Ankhu stared at her, shocked by her forcefulness.


“Chief of Tens Ahmes, you will defeat these traitors!” Kauit said firmly. “Ankhu
will not run away with his tail between his legs. He’ll do what the king has ordered
him to do at Abdju.” She stood before us magnificent, eyes flashing, defiant,
chest heaving, daring Ahmes or anyone else to dispute her.


Ankhu continued to stare at Kauit as if he’d never
seen her before. I saw pride and, for the very first time, respect in his eyes.
“Kauit is correct,” Ankhu finally said, straightening and squaring his
shoulders, turning towards Ahmes.


“Very well.” Ahmes smiled, clearly pleased by the
decision, then turned to stare at the map and ponder. “They don’t know we know
about them,” he said after a moment, calculating. “We’ll use surprise and
trickery to tip the odds in our favor.” He looked at the faces watching him
expectantly and took charge. “Everyone on this expedition will play a part in
our victory. We’ll fill our smallest, fastest vessel with my soldiers and the
huntsmen and the most capable servants. We’ll slip away from here as silently
as possible, an hour before dawn in case we’re being watched. We’ll travel
upriver, rowing hard against the current. At sunup we’ll raise the sail to aid
the oarsmen. By nightfall we’ll be able to land here” – he stabbed the map – “in
the curve of the river below the landing place, a full day before the traitors
expect us to arrive. During the night my soldiers will deploy in a line
directly east of their camp to prevent them from retreating to the desert. I’ll
station servants on the north and south flanks of the traitors. You’ll lead the
huntsmen, Majesty. You’ll hide in the rushes along the northern edge of the
clearing beside the river, where you can command the open space with your bows.
Our vessel will anchor directly west of camp, along the riverbank, with armed sailors
on board.


“When Khepri peers above the eastern hills the morning
of our attack, the servants and musicians on either flank will blow ram horns
and trumpets and beat drums and shout with all the noise of a massive host. My
men will simultaneously attack from the east, with Khepri behind them shining
in the eyes of the traitors. That’ll make our force seem larger to the enemy.
The only place we’ll seem not to have men is the river, so the traitors will
flee that way. When they break into the clearing from the grove of palms,
Majesty, you and your huntsmen will rain arrows upon them. Those traitors who
survive will be surrounded and will surrender.” Ahmes addressed the overseer of
servants. “Everyone left behind must play a role as well. We should assume the
traitors have scouts along the riverbanks to watch our fleet, perhaps even in
our midst, so it must seem we’re traveling as usual. We’ll break camp in the
morning and the royal barque and attending vessels will set sail as usual. Hopefully,
the traitors won’t notice one boat is missing. My Lady,” he indicated Kauit, “you
must be visible in this pavilion all day long. Majesty, one of the servants
must dress as you, to give the illusion you’re seated beside Kauit. The chief
priest should also be seated here, and Sakaherka, and Senu. And you, Nebit.
Wearing your jewels and finery. As usual.”


Nebit gave Ahmes a strange look.


“I’m going with you, Ahmes,” Kauit said firmly.


Ahmes’ eyes locked on hers. “My Lady, you’ll be safer
on the barque…”


“And you’ll feel compelled to leave soldiers behind to
protect me, and weaken your force,” she interrupted. “No, Ahmes, I’ll share Ankhu’s
fate.” She took hold of Ankhu’s arm and he placed his free hand over hers. “Besides,
you have only five huntsmen and the king’s son to station by the water. I can
draw a bow, as you well know. You need my help. My decision is not open for
discussion.”


Again a startled look crossed Ankhu’s face. I
remembered Kauit had once fought alongside her people against Ankhu. He must
have forgotten.


Ahmes acquiesced. “As you wish, My Lady. I believe
there’s one serving girl on the expedition with hair roughly similar in color
to yours. Maghrab, find her, bring her to the barque, dress her in My Lady’s
clothes, then stick to her side all day long.”


“I understand, Ahmes,” Maghrab replied.


Ahmes again addressed the overseer of servants. “Those
left behind who aren’t stationed in the pavilion of this barque must constantly
move about the boats to give the illusion our party has not diminished in size.”
The man nodded. Ahmes straightened. “Do you all understand your roles?”


Every man gathered around the table murmured his
assent. Yet, scrutinizing their faces, I saw only doubt and fear and
hopelessness. Except for Ankhu and Kauit and Ahmes, everyone expected our
surprise attack on the traitors to fail. We were badly outnumbered and
inexperienced and afraid. Something had to be done to change attitudes.


I moved from the shadows and grabbed a small
earthenware pot and stepped to the table. Ahmes stared at me. He hadn’t been
aware of my presence. Nor had Nebit. He suddenly didn’t look too sure of
himself. I picked up the stranger’s reed and dipped it in ink and quickly wrote
an inscription on the pot. I lowered my eyes and handed it to Ankhu. “Make the
gods’ words live, Majesty.”


Ankhu tilted the pot. The light fell on the
inscription. He drew himself up and read out loud: “Enemies of my father, Khnum–Khufu,
King of the Black Land and Red, Ruler of the Delta and Upper Valley – you shall
die!” Then, with all his might, he hurled the pot against the deck. It shattered
into countless pieces.


“Now magic will protect us,” I said fervently, at the
same time raising my fingers to my talisman and whispering a prayer to the
falcon god.


Ahmes nodded and slowly looked into the face of every
man on the barque. “Victory to the bold,” he said firmly.


I felt hairs rise on my neck. Ahmes truly believed we
would defeat the traitors. From the looks on the faces of Ankhu’s advisors, I
thought they might be beginning to believe it too.


Ahmes caught my eye. “Awaken the chief cook and tell
him breakfast and a day’s rations for forty men must be ready as soon as possible.”


An hour before the eastern sky would start to show the
slightest hint of rose the fleet’s fastest boat was already loaded with
hunters, soldiers, selected servants, food, supplies, and weapons. After
carrying out Ahmes’ command I’d gone to the cook tent and gathered empty
waterskins and all the medicinal herbs I could find and stuffed them in a leather
pouch. Then I’d returned to Ahmes’ pavilion and filled another pouch with every
bit of linen I could lay my hands on. As the last of the men boarded the attack
vessel I made my way to the foot of the gangplank.


“Going somewhere?” Ahmes materialized out of the
darkness and blocked my way.


My eyes met his, dark pools in the dark night. “You’ll
need a healer for the wounded.”


“Leave your supplies. The servants can do it.”


“Ahmes, with respect, you know they can’t. None has my
experience or skill.”


“I won’t risk you, Maetkra.” Ahmes voice was suddenly
low and husky.


“Ahmes, I won’t be separated from you.” In this moment
of crisis I couldn’t bear to be parted, despite everything I’d said since the
moment we’d been reunited.


His eyes searched mine for a long moment. I felt as if
they were probing my very ka. He took a step back. “Board quickly.”


The boat was packed with men, silent, sweating,
nervous. They’d been roused from sleep and ordered aboard and no one had yet
explained why they were here or where they were going. I squeezed in among
them, recognizing how desperate a chance Ahmes was taking. He was relying on
men with no experience in battle and, for the most part, no military training,
to sneak up on and defeat a force of trained mercenaries that outnumbered his.
The captain pushed away from shore and the boat swung into the river and
oarsmen began to row as silently as possible. The moon had set and hills and
palm trees loomed indistinctly in the darkness on both sides of the river. I
prayed to the falcon god we wouldn’t run aground on a hidden sandbar. Once in
the center of the river sailors began to row hard and the vessel leaped ahead.
I’d never moved so fast on water. At least it felt that way in the dark. I had
no idea if we could hold our speed as long as needed to travel two days’
distance in one. If we didn’t, Ahmes’ plan to surprise the traitors would fail.







A little before dawn Ahmes and Ankhu addressed the
men, explaining their mission and what each of them was expected to do. Sailors
raised the sail afterwards and our speed increased. As the sky lightened I saw
we were moving through a region lush with date palms and sycamores and
pomegranates. Luckily, with the grain harvested, the fields were empty of farmers
– any one of them could have been a scout and hurried ahead to warn those
waiting in ambush. Still, not willing to take a chance, all of us except the oarsmen
lay down on deck and covered ourselves with spare sails so we couldn’t be
observed from shore. Those rowing were replaced at regular intervals by new men
to keep everyone as fresh as possible. Even Ahmes took turns at the oars,
though Ankhu, of course, did not.


I huddled under a bit of sail near the bow all day,
sweating profusely, arranging and rearranging my supplies and ripping linen
into strips for bandages. I’d counted the men on board and noted there were
about forty, to match the traitors. But unlike them only a handful were actual
soldiers. The rest were men who looked as terrified as I felt. I hoped they
wouldn’t turn and run at the first sound of battle, for that would doom Ahmes’
plan and them as well. But I feared they might.


Kauit appeared at my side as I was eating a cold evening
meal. She indicated the linen strips. “My new dresses?” she asked.


“Yes, My Lady.”


“They’re put to better use, then.”


I noticed Kauit glance at Ankhu. “My Lady, I saw how the
king’s son looked at you when you demanded we fight,” I said in a low voice. “I
think you took him by surprise – your strength took everyone by surprise,
except Ahmes. You put all of Ankhu’s advisors to shame. If he didn’t know you’re
a woman fit to advise and guide him before he surely knows it now.”


“That won’t matter if we lose our battle,” Kauit said
practically. Her voice became hard. “So we will not.”


The moon rose a little after dark and we continued on,
our speed unabated, the moon path glistening upon the water lighting our way. We
were several hours behind schedule; we’d expected to reach the landing by
sunset but the current against us had been too strong during the day. Ahmes
stationed a man in the bow with a long pole to check for sandbars and other
obstructions. There was no point in hiding anymore; I emerged from under the
sail, grateful for the cool breeze. We touched shore in a tree–lined cove a
couple of hours before dawn and men disembarked quietly, each passing by Ahmes,
who stood on deck at the head of the gangplank whispering words of
encouragement. I noted both Ankhu and Kauit had bows slung over their shoulders
and quivers on their backs and they were standing a little apart in the
clearing, quietly conversing.


Finally, of the attack force only Ahmes remained on
board. I moved beside him. “May the gods protect you,” I whispered fervently,
my voice tremulous. I realized it might be the last time I ever spoke to him. I
wanted to say more, to tell him I loved him totally and desperately and
forever, to tell him I couldn’t live without him, to tell him to come back to
me, but to survive the fight he needed to focus on the task at hand and not be
distracted by thoughts of me. Especially since we could never be together,
because of what I’d become. Instead, I pressed a protective amulet into his
hand and closed his fingers around it.


He handed me a bronze dagger. “Don’t leave the boat
under any circumstances, Maetkra. If we fail, if the traitors board…” – he
looked meaningfully at the dagger – “do what you must. Don’t let them take you
alive.”


I nodded, tears springing to my eyes.


The men waited on shore, silent, some shuffling
nervously. I watched as Ahmes moved down the gangplank and motioned with his
hand. The men split into groups, one behind Ahmes, the other behind Ankhu and
Kauit. Both vanished in separate directions into the darkness.


Sailors pulled the gangplank back on board and poled
us into the channel and rowed carefully and once more the vessel began to move south.
The night was suddenly empty. I stood by the railing, eyes straining to pierce
the darkness, listening to the river splash against the bow. Less than half an
hour later I noted a change in direction as the river turned west. A quarter
mile on we reached our destination. The sailors poled us to shore as quietly as
they could and anchored the boat along the bank at the edge of the clearing
just where the river curved sharply south and then east again. A grove of palms
loomed on the far side of the clearing some fifty yards away, dark shapes
against the dark night. The sailors readied their daggers. The captain paced
nervously back and forth, eyes glued to the land. I thought I saw hunters with
bows creeping into position among the tall grasses on the north side of the
clearing.


The sky began to lighten in the east. I knew it wouldn’t
be long before Ahmes thrust himself into danger at the head of his men. Fear
gripped my heart like a vise. I couldn’t stand still. I grabbed the empty waterskins
and lowered them on the far side of the boat into the river and filled them and
laid them beside my medical supplies. Then, wordlessly, I turned to watch the
eastern sky once more, restlessly fingering the dagger Ahmes had given me.


I didn’t have long to wait. Khepri, the aspect of the
sun god worshiped in the morning, suddenly leapt over the top of the far hills.
Immediately ram horns sounded, and trumpets and drums, followed by faint battle
cries. Screams and confused shouts came from east of the clearing, gradually
becoming louder. Scarcely a minute passed before a wave of panicked men burst into
the clearing, some half–dressed, some unarmed, all running for their lives.
They were met by arrows. Some of the traitors tumbled wordlessly to the ground
in mid–step while others screamed and clutched at feathered shafts embedded in
arms and legs and torsos. I added my shouts to those of the sailors on board to
let the traitors know they were surrounded. I brandished the dagger Ahmes had
given me and it glittered in the sunlight. Ahmes and his men emerged from the
trees in an orderly line and the hunters rose and loosed another volley. Kauit
let fly and the traitor’s leader fell, pierced in his ribs. She uttered a
triumphant cry while fitting another arrow to her bow. Ankhu commanded the
traitors to surrender in stentorian voice and some did, throwing down their
weapons and falling to their knees. The rest fought desperately, backs to the
river, knowing that certain death awaited them if they couldn’t fight their way
out of the trap they’d fallen into. Daggers flashed and sunlight glinted off lance
tips. Arrows continued to zip into the milling mass of desperate shouting men.
I watched, excited and scared, catching glimpses of Ahmes through the dust
raised by the melee, praying he’d be spared.


Suddenly it was over. After ten minutes of chaos,
total victory. Soldiers herded ragged, sullen traitors onto a patch of sand
near the riverbank and secured their arms behind them with ropes. The sailors
let down the gangplank and joined Ankhu’s men on land. Moments later wounded
began appearing on deck, some walking by themselves, others supported by their
comrades, many bleeding profusely from deep cuts or arrow wounds. The injured
were a mix of Ahmes’ men and traitors. Two men were carried aboard on rude
litters, badly injured. One was the man who’d been shot by Kauit.


“Keep him alive, Healer,” Ankhu ordered me sternly
from the foot of the gangplank. “He’s the traitors’ leader. He must face Father.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


I took charge, quickly assessing the severity of
wounds, ordering that men be laid in specific places on deck, giving directions
to a couple of servants Ahmes had assigned to help me, as well as Kauit, who
materialized and unhesitatingly began to assist, her eyes ablaze with victory. As
soon as I was certain the leader was stable – luckily for him, he lost
consciousness as I began extracting Kauit’s arrow from his side – I moved from
man to man, measuring out herbs, making poultices, checking on bandages applied
by others. The deck became slippery with blood and I fell once and ordered a
sailor to scrub it clean and keep it that way.


Finally, after many hours, I finished bandaging a
wounded traitor and scanned the deck and gratefully realized no one else was
waiting. I plopped down beside him, leaned wearily against the railing, brushed
away the hair plastered to my brow and flexed my sore back. I realized I was
thirsty and ravenous. I was shocked to see the sun was nearing the western
horizon. I’d been working non–stop for more than fifteen hours. The exhaustion
of a missed night of sleep suddenly hit me. Kauit was sitting on her haunches beside
another wounded man, too tired to move, her dress and arms and legs and hands
bloodstained and hair askew. I glanced at my bloodied skirt and arms and hands
and assumed I looked just as awful as her. I surveyed the long row of freshly
bandaged wounded, some sleeping, some sitting up eating and drinking, some
moaning in pain. “You did well, My Lady,” I called to Kauit.


I grabbed a nearly empty waterskin and took a long
drink of warm water and turned and rested my forearms wearily on the side of
the barque and scanned the clearing. Small tents ringed the open space around a
roaring campfire. The captured traitors sat a little apart, arms and legs tightly
bound, guarded by soldiers with lances. The dead traitors lay together well
outside the makeshift camp, stripped of weapons and clothing. A few of our men were
lounging in the shade beneath the palms on the far side of the clearing and a
number were in the river, bathing. Ankhu was speaking with several of the
walking wounded I’d tended, all of them cheerful, laughing, no doubt boasting
about what they’d done during the fight. Servants scurried about the clearing
carrying food and other supplies they’d removed from the barque. I smelled meat
roasting on spits. Traitors were not all that hunters had hunted this day.


“Do you have time to help one more wounded man?”


I turned and saw Ahmes and cried out, the pent up
worry and fear of the past day released in an instant. Impulsively, without
thinking, I scrambled to my feet and threw my arms around him, not caring if
anyone saw. I pressed against him, laid my head against his chest, felt the
beating of his heart, closed my eyes, kissed his shoulder. I felt his arms
encircle me and I wished time could stand still forever. Then I heard steps on
deck and remembered where we were and what I’d done to Ak and that Ahmes was
practically promised to Sitba and I wondered if I was out of my mind putting
him in such an awkward position and I stepped away. I saw a bloody strip of
linen wrapped around his left bicep. “Yes, I have time. Of course,” I said,
flustered, dropping to my knees, grabbing at medical supplies strewn on deck. I
kept my face averted, hastily wiped away the tears of relief and joy welling in
my eyes, composed myself, turned back to him. He sat now, his back resting
against the side of the vessel. I knelt beside him and gently unwrapped the
bloody bandage and threw it over the side.


“A dagger,” he said simply, his eyes never leaving my
face as I washed the wound.


I kept my eyes on his arm, afraid to meet his. I
wondered if he thought me mad for having greeted him the way I had. Had he felt
my kiss? Had his arms crept around me involuntarily in reaction to what I’d
done? Or had he held me intentionally? I remembered his words when I tried to
board the barque yesterday – was it only yesterday? It seemed a lifetime ago. Ahmes
cared for me still, as he had so many years ago. And I loved him too. Though I
couldn’t. Being with him was impossible. I was going to have to consciously
keep Ahmes at arms length from now on, not send him mixed messages about my
feelings as I’d just done.


The dagger had sliced the length of his bicep but the
wound wasn’t deep and would heal easily.


“Another scar for my collection,” he said lightly.


My eyes were drawn to the horrible white mark on his
shoulder and I shuddered. Twice now Ahmes had cheated death. If he remained in
Ankhu’s service would he always be so lucky? I carefully began applying a
mixture of herbs and honey to his wound, feeling the latent power in his muscle
as my fingertips touched his arm. The arm that had held me close, if only for a
moment. Oh, why had I been so foolish? Why had I revealed how I still felt
about him? Nothing good could come of it, of that I was certain.


“What’ll happen to the traitors?” I asked, more to
distract myself from unwelcome thoughts than out of any real interest.


“We’ll take them back to Giza and deliver them to the
king,” Ahmes replied. He glanced at the traitor’s leader, still unconscious a
few feet away. “He’ll be executed – painfully. The rest will either be killed
or become slaves.”


“Twice now you’ve saved Ankhu’s life.”


“Pray to the gods there won’t be a third.”


“You mean, we may be attacked again?” I asked,
lowering my voice.


“I’ll hope not and assume so. Depending on the power
of Ankhu’s enemies, they may attempt another ambush on our return voyage. They
don’t strike me as men who give up easily. My men throughout the valley will continue
to report to me as before.” His eyes met mine. “You’ll help me?”


A ray of sunshine… I could continue to reside in the
entryway to Ahmes’ pavilion, eat at his campfire, be near him for a few more
weeks until we returned to Giza. My heart sang with joy. “Of course, Ahmes.”


“When we reach home safely Ankhu’s enemies will have
lost,” Ahmes said. “Ankhu will have defeated their plans and restored maat to
the valley.”


I shivered at Ahmes’ sobering words despite the day’s
heat. After all, I’d destroyed maat when I killed Ak. I knew what would happen
to me if Ankhu or Ahmes ever found out. They’d have to execute me to restore
balance to the land, the same reason the king was going to slay the traitors. Our
return voyage would eventually take us past Uncle Pedubast’s farm and the local
villages where I might be recognized. I was going to be in great danger then. If
I had any sense at all I’d slip away from the expedition when we reached Abdju.
Then I’d be safe. But I couldn’t. I had to risk discovery in order to fulfill
the obligation to Kauit the falcon god had placed on me. An obligation
reinforced by our unexpected and growing friendship. She intended to become
Khufu’s wife; I had to help her.


I saw respect in Ahmes’ eyes as he looked at me and I
looked away, unable to meet them. Now more than ever my murder of Ak was a
barrier between us. But perhaps it was just as well. It would make it easier to
disappear when the time came, knowing I wasn’t worthy of his trust, and if he
couldn’t trust me he could never truly love me.


I began winding a clean strip of linen around his
wound.


“You’ve done well today, Maetkra,” Ahmes said. “Some
of my men would’ve died without you. I’ve sent for food so you can eat and
regain your strength. I sent couriers to Tjeni hours ago and healers will
arrive by the middle of the night. Then you can sleep.”


 


 


***


 


 


My rest was far too brief. As soon as I awoke I took
the place of the healer who’d been looking after the traitor’s leader – I’d
learned his name was Harwa – in accordance with Ankhu’s order. Conscious at
last, Harwa was in severe pain, lying apart from his men near the bow of the
boat. Keeping him alive was going to be a challenge. Kauit’s arrow had done
considerable damage to his insides. Sailors had erected a sunscreen over him
and another over the rest of the wounded, near the stern, a mixture of our men
and traitors; since some were too injured to move I’d commandeered the vessel
for medical care. Ahmes had stationed two guards at the foot of the gangplank
to keep wounded traitors from escaping.


Ankhu visited at midday to check on Harwa. The king’s
son was dirty, sweaty, blood–spattered. He hadn’t taken time to bathe and
change his kilt yet. He was gleeful, basking in the glory of his victory.


I was so exhausted I neglected to bow.


Harwa glared at Ankhu, defiant even in defeat. He grimaced
with every breath. The linen bandage around his ribs was dark with dried blood
and, worrisome, fresh. I was changing it every hour.


“Will this wretch survive the trip home, Little
Healer?” Ankhu asked, squatting beside me.


“My Lady Kauit’s arrow struck deep, Majesty,” I
replied. I placed my hand on the traitor’s brow. “He’s feverish. That isn’t a
good sign.” I dipped a linen cloth in water, placed it on his brow, gazed at
Ankhu. “Frankly, Majesty, I’ve never dealt with a wound like this before – deep
cuts, broken bones, crushed hands and feet, yes. Never an internal injury
caused by an arrow. I think I’ve mostly stopped the bleeding. But once we
launch on the river – a sudden swirl or eddy or collision with a sandbank or
floating tree trunk could make it start again.”


“You must keep the traitor alive. No matter
what,” Ankhu insisted. “I’m counting on you, Healer.”


I touched my fingers to my talisman. Harwa was going
to need more than my limited skills to survive. “I fully understand the stakes,
Majesty.”


“Do you?” Ankhu asked skeptically.


“Whoever’s behind the attack hired Harwa. Only Harwa can
name him. If Harwa dies the conspirators will go free.”


“Exactly right, Healer. Ahmes told me you were smart.”
Ankhu stood, looked down on Harwa. “You will name the ringleaders,” he told Harwa
darkly. “And then you’ll die, horribly, as you deserve.”


Harwa cursed Ankhu.


Ankhu laughed at him, turned to me. “How are my men,
Healer?”


“The healers from Tjeni are caring for them, Majesty. Most
were lightly wounded and all will recover. Except for one or two, the rest will
be able to move about under their own power by the time we reach Abdju. Some of
the traitors were more seriously hurt, but they’ll all survive.”


“To face Father’s wrath. Thanks to you, Little Healer.”


“Don’t forget about Kauit, Majesty. She was
indispensable. And that after fighting so well beside you. And the servants
Ahmes assigned to help.”


“But you told them all what to do, Maetkra. You had
everything and everyone under control. You were cool and calm in the midst of
chaos, or so I observed. Very impressive.”


“Thank you, Majesty. I was once mistress of an estate.
I know how to get things done.”


“Ahmes told me you insisted on coming with us instead
of remaining behind with the fleet. He said you forced your way on board this
vessel.”


“He didn’t want me to come at first. But he was smart
enough to realize he’d need my help and changed his mind. Ahmes doesn’t let his
pride get in the way of practicality. He’s willing to reverse a bad decision. Unlike
most men I’ve known.”


“I’m curious. Why did you willingly risk your life to
come with us, Maetkra?”


“Why did every other man who faced the traitors? Or
Kauit? Or you, Majesty?”


“Most because they had no choice. Others out of a
sense of duty. Me, because it was expected and, frankly, fear of what Father
would do to me if I didn’t carry out my mission.” He reflected for a moment. “Kauit,
I think, because the mere thought of a fight lights a fire in her belly.”


“It was far more than battle–lust, Majesty,” I
disagreed. “My Lady Kauit is determined that this expedition be a success so
you’ll continue to gain status in your father’s court. She’ll do anything she must
to make that happen. As will Ahmes and Senu and Maghrab and Sakaherka and me.”


“My own conspirators, devoted to defeating a
conspiracy!” Ankhu laughed. “And formidable ones at that. Thank you, Maetkra,
for all you did for my wounded men yesterday and since. They wouldn’t have
fared as well without your care. Or so the other healers tell me.”


“I’m glad the battle was over so quickly and more of
our men weren’t hurt, Majesty.” I bowed to Ankhu. 


He departed the boat.


Late that afternoon, an hour before sunset, the rest
of the fleet joined us and one by one the boats tied up along the shore. Not
long after nightfall Senu and Sakaherka and Maghrab clambered up the gangplank
of my vessel, Sakaherka carrying a lighted torch. I hugged each of them in
turn.


“I was so worried about you!” Maghrab exclaimed. “I’m
so glad you weren’t hurt.”


“Tell us about the fight,” Senu insisted. “Don’t leave
anything out.”


“You’ll have to talk to Ahmes and Kauit and Ankhu,” I replied
wearily. “They were in the thick of it. In fact, Kauit shot this man, Harwa, the
traitor’s leader.” I pointed to him.


Sakaherka held the torch close to his face, studied
him.


Harwa gazed back with bleary eyes.


“I was on the boat during the fight. As soon as it
ended I began treating the wounded and I didn’t see what happened after that.”


“You look exhausted,” Maghrab said concernedly,
putting her hand on my forearm.


“I’ve hardly slept. Ankhu ordered me to keep Harwa
alive at all costs until we reach Giza. I’m not sure I can. I don’t dare leave
his side.”


“When was the last time you ate?” Maghrab asked.


“An actual meal? I don’t remember.”


“I’ll bring you something from the kitchen boat,” Maghrab
said solicitously, “and then I’ll spell you for a couple of hours. You have to sleep.”


“I can’t ask you to watch him… if anything happens I
don’t want Ankhu to blame you.”


“I kept Ahmes alive from a wound just as bad,” Maghrab
replied. “I can do the same for this one.”


She left, followed shortly afterwards by the others. I
fixed the end of the torch Sakaherka left behind for me in a small gap between
two deck planks near Harwa’s head. I’d just finished changing his bandage again
when I heard footsteps on the gangplank. I turned, expecting Maghrab. Nebit
stepped onto the deck, spotted me, crossed to my side. He too was carrying a
torch.


“What are you doing here?” I snapped. He’d mostly avoided
me this entire journey, as I’d demanded, ever since our confrontation. His presence
now was as suspicious as it was unwelcome.


“I wanted to find out how many of my men were wounded
and assess their conditions,” he replied.


Couldn’t possibly be the real reason. Nebit had never
shown a moment’s concern for anyone who worked for him. Although, I supposed if
any of the wounded were permanently disabled he’d have to find replacements for
them.


“They’re in the stern,” I said, tilting my head in
that direction. “Two healers from Tjeni are caring for them. They’re all doing
well.”


“Who’s this?” Nebit asked, indicating Harwa.


“The traitor’s leader.”


Nebit snorted. “Will this scum live?”


“He’s very badly hurt. Ankhu ordered me to keep him
alive. So I have to. Somehow.”


“A shame. A waste of your time, Maetkra. The king will
surely execute Harwa if he survives the trip to Giza.”


Harwa? Nebit knew the traitor’s name was Harwa? Had I just
told him? I didn’t remember doing it. Had I, and already forgotten? Maybe. I
was so tired I could scarcely remember my name. I must have. “My time is no
concern of yours,” I rejoined.


“I suppose not.”


Nebit abruptly headed to the stern. He greeted the healers
and made a show of speaking to his wounded men. I wondered if any of them even
knew who he was. This was the first time he’d stirred from the royal barque on
the entire journey, except to drag me to the river or attend a banquet. I was
glad when he disembarked. Less than a minute later Maghrab slipped to my side,
carrying a well–loaded plate and a jar of beer. She set them down next to me. I
grabbed a hunk of bread and bit it, greedily. The last time I’d been this
famished had been on Uncle’s farm.


“Was Nebit just on this boat?” Maghrab asked.


I nodded, my mouth full.


She looked over her shoulder. “I saw him hand
something to each of the guards at the foot of the gangplank. I caught the
glint of gold in the torchlight. I overheard one word – ‘tonight.’”


“That’s odd,” I said.


“Nebit was paying them to kill me,” Harwa hissed. He
tried to laugh but started coughing. Fresh blood began trickling from his
bandage. “King Khufu won’t have the pleasure after all,” he said when he could
talk.


I hadn’t been aware Harwa was awake. “Why does Nebit want
you dead?”


“He hired me to attack you. In Giza. A week before the
expedition sailed south.”


Nebit was a conspirator! I hadn’t mentioned Harwa’s
name to him after all. Nebit had blurted it without thinking. Just like he’d
openly bribed the guards. I wondered if his co–conspirators knew he was so
careless. Lucky for us he was.


Maghrab leaned close. “Remember when Kauit told you
she and Ahmes and I overheard two conspirators talking in the garden of the per’aa
the night before the expedition left Giza?”


“I do.”


“They specifically mentioned Nebit being in charge of
the fleet. We didn’t know if they’d brought up his name because he was involved
with them, or simply because they were stating a fact.”


“Now we know,” I said grimly. Something occurred to
me. “I’ll bet that’s why Ahmes insisted Nebit stay in sight under the pavilion
on the royal barque the day our attack boat was speeding north. He didn’t want
to risk Nebit sneaking off and sending one of his men to warn the traitors.”


“I assure you, Nebit didn’t speak with anyone that
day. I sat close beside him the whole time. Ahmes had asked me to keep an eye
on him. Nebit did seem particularly anxious and nervous. He hardly ate
anything. I thought that was odd.”


Nebit had obviously been involved in the plot against
Ankhu from the beginning. The two guards at the foot of the gangplank were his
minions. I wondered how many more traitors like them were in our midst. All of
the sailors and many of the support staff were Nebit’s men. Everyone, in fact,
except for the royal servants. As Ahmes had feared, the expedition was still not
safe from attack.


“Did Nebit see you?” I asked.


“I don’t think so. I thought his being here was
strange so I purposefully stayed in the shadows.”


“Go find Ahmes and bring him to me as quickly as you
can,” I said urgently. “Do it discretely and make sure you’re not followed.
Tell Ahmes to bring guards he trusts absolutely to replace the ones at the foot
of the gangplank. Tell him I’ll explain everything.”


“What about Nebit’s guards, Maetkra? What if they come
aboard and kill you while I’m fetching Ahmes? I’d never forgive myself. I can’t
leave you here alone.”


“I’m not alone, Maghrab. The healers and the wounded
are all awake. Too many witnesses for the guards to try anything soon. They’ll wait
until everyone’s asleep, late tonight. Plus, I have this.” I fingered the knife
Ahmes had given me before the fight, still thrust into the waistband of my
skirt. “There’s no one else to send,” I said. “Besides, Nebit won’t get
suspicious if he sees you with Ahmes. Anyone else, he might.”


“I hope you’re right.” Maghrab hugged me, then hurriedly
left.


We were going to have to sneak Harwa off the boat and
stow him someplace safe. We couldn’t do it with so many men watching. Despite
my assurances to Maghrab, I was going to have to eliminate as many witnesses as
possible and risk the guards trying something before Ahmes returned. So I
casually strolled to the end of the boat and told the two healers to go eat,
that I’d look after the wounded for them. They eagerly agreed. They were as
starved as me. As soon as they were gone I let down the reed mats on the sides
of the sunscreen so the wounded couldn’t observe anything happening in the bow.
I returned to Harwa and put out the torch next to his head, plunging the entire
deck into darkness. Then I waited nervously, too on edge to touch the rest of
my food, alert, eyes on the gangplank. After what seemed like hours but couldn’t
have been more than fifteen minutes I heard muted cries and sounds of a scuffle.
Was it Ahmes, or was something else going on? I could practically hear my heart
pounding. I unsheathed my dagger, held it at the ready.


Two dark shadows slipped up the gangplank. From their
disparate sizes it could only be Ahmes and Maghrab. I thanked the falcon god. They
joined me on deck, moving silently.


“The guards?” I whispered.


“Trussed and gagged, as you asked Maetkra. But why?”
Ahmes asked.


“They’ve been paid to kill Harwa – this man – the
traitor’s leader – tonight.”


“How do you know?”


“I saw them take gold,” Maghrab piped up.


“From whom?”


“Nebit,” I said.


“Nebit!”


“Harwa said Nebit hired him to attack us,” Maghrab reported.


“Harwa can identify him,” I added.


I sensed Ahmes’ glee. “Nebit a ringleader! As you and
I and Kauit suspected, Maghrab. Splendid! He’ll give up the rest for sure.”


“We have to get Harwa off this boat right now and protect
him the rest of the trip and keep him alive so he can tell King Khufu about
Nebit’s treachery face–to–face,” I said. “My word and Maghrab’s will never
convict a Greatest of Tens. Plus, once we hide Harwa, we have to convince Nebit
that his men murdered Harwa so he’ll believe his identity as a conspirator is
safe and he won’t try to disappear and escape punishment.”


Ahmes glanced at the indistinct figure beside me. “Is Harwa
strong enough to be moved?”


“Probably not. But we don’t have any choice, Ahmes. If
we don’t hide Harwa, Nebit will keep sending men to kill him. We have no idea
how many traitors are still in our midst.”


“Agreed. There’s a small supply boat next to this one.
It’s crewed entirely by men I trust. You can look in on him there every night
after dark, Maetkra. I’ll make sure you’re not seen.”


Ahmes summoned his loyal guards aboard to help us move
Harwa. They quickly constructed a rude litter, placed Harwa on it, then carefully
carried him down the gangplank, doing their best not to jostle and reopen his
wound. Harwa clenched his teeth the whole time to keep from crying out, knowing
his fate if he was discovered. The guards carried him to the adjacent vessel
and set him down in a secluded section of the deck that was shielded from
prying eyes by stacked containers. Harwa was in considerable pain. His side was
bleeding again. Badly.


Ahmes stationed several guards on the supply boat, in
the shadows, where they wouldn’t draw attention to themselves, and several more
ashore nearby where they could watch without being observed. Then he and
Maghrab hurriedly departed. They were expected on the royal barque and their
absence would make Nebit suspicious.


I cleaned Harwa’s wound and smeared it with honey and
wound a new bandage around him. In the process, his blood got all over my skirt.
I removed the talisman from my neck and touched it to the bandage, praying to
the falcon god to keep Harwa safe. I wanted him alive now even more than Ankhu
did. Harwa’s testimony before the king would remove Nebit from my life for good
and make it safe for Kemtet to return to her family on the delta estate once we
rescued her. But if Harwa died there’d be no proof Nebit had conspired against
Ankhu. Nebit would continue to function as the king’s counselor. What he’d do
to me I wouldn’t let myself imagine.


I took my time reaching the royal barque after I
finished with Harwa, carefully working out the lie I was going to tell Ankhu. I
assumed Nebit would be dining with him, as he did every evening; my lie to
Ankhu was primarily intended to deceive Nebit. I wasn’t comfortable about lying
to a royal, but if I didn’t – successfully – we’d never be able to unmask the
traitors in the king’s household. I rationalized that Kauit and Ahmes had been
lying to Ankhu for weeks, to shield him from knowledge of the conspiracy. What
was one more similar lie? I boarded and headed towards the pavilion in the back
half of the barque.


Ankhu was seated in his chair, his empty platter on a
low wooden table beside him, jovially and dramatically regaling Nebit and Senu
and Sakaherka with his account of the battle. Ahmes was seated on a cushion at
the foot of Kauit’s chair, seeming to be listening attentively, though I knew
he was watching for me. Senu was sitting cross–legged on another cushion, his dinner
untouched, madly sketching on a sheet of papyrus. More sheets were scattered
about him, filled with images. Ankhu saw me and stopped in mid–sentence.


I bowed deeply, feigned extreme distress and fear. “Majesty…”


Ankhu leapt to the desired conclusion. “The traitor…?”


“Dead, Majesty,” I said in a quavering voice.


Ankhu jumped to his feet, furious. “I ordered you to
keep him alive, Healer! You said you understood the stakes! I wanted to watch
him suffer at Giza!”


“Don’t blame Maetkra,” Kauit interjected. “I shot him,
not her.”


“You don’t understand!” Ankhu snapped, scowling, his
face bright red. It was the first time I’d ever seen him speak harshly to
Kauit. “The traitor could have told us who was behind this conspiracy! Told us
who hired him! Now, nothing!” Ankhu dropped heavily into his chair, slammed a
fist onto one arm.


“He didn’t die of his wounds, Majesty,” I said, trembling
for real, my eyes averted. Ankhu was scaring me. But I had to fully carry out
my deception. “Harwa was murdered.”


Kauit gasped.


“What!” Ankhu exclaimed, rising again, stepping
towards me.


I cowered, fell to my knees. I feared he was going to
strike me. “I’m so sorry, Majesty. I failed you. I left the boat for a moment
to get a drink from the river. I was dying of thirst. When I returned Harwa was
dead – his throat slit.”


“There were guards at the foot of the gangplank!”
Ankhu thundered, looming over me.


I lowered my eyes to the deck. “They’ve disappeared, Majesty.
I think they killed him.” I glanced sidewise at Nebit. He looked relieved. Whatever
happened to me now, at least my performance had convinced him his men had
followed his orders and he was safe from detection.


“Conspirators are still among us,” Kauit said angrily.


“By the gods!” Ankhu cried impotently, throwing his
arms wide.


Ahmes stood. “I’ll dispose of the traitor’s body,
Majesty,” he said calmly. “And launch a search for the guards who killed him.”


“Do it!” Ankhu ordered. “Post your best guards on and
around this vessel! Guard it personally from now on! I don’t feel safe!”


“Yes, Majesty,” Ahmes said.


“I’m so sorry, Majesty,” I said contritely. I looked
up at him, tears spilling from my eyes. “This is my fault.”


Ankhu glared at me, said nothing.


“Punish Maetkra, Majesty. She failed you,” Nebit
interjected sternly. “Punish her severely. Make an example of her.”


How low would Nebit stoop? Not surprising he’d seize
the opportunity to make sure Ankhu would never suspect him of wrongdoing by
diverting attention to me. And if Ankhu beat or humiliated me as a result, or
killed me, so much the better for him. I felt I had to play along, to keep both
men from suspecting I was lying. “I don’t deserve mercy, Majesty.”


“Nonsense!” Kauit exclaimed sharply. She hurried to me
and raised me to my feet and embraced me. “Your god was looking out for you
tonight, Maetkra. Otherwise the traitors would have killed you too, so there’d
be no witness to their treachery.” She twisted around to look at Ankhu. “Don’t
you agree?”


Ankhu stared at me a moment longer. “You’re right, of
course, My Lady,” he said at last. He drew a deep breath, calmed himself. “Your
death would have been a great loss, Little Healer. Who knows what need we might
have of your skill before we reach Giza again.”


“Still, I’m sorry, Majesty. I’d have gladly traded my
life so the traitor could tell us who wanted you dead.”


Nebit’s slight smile was unmistakable in the
flickering torchlight.


 


 


***


 


 


Our fleet tied up in the midst of dozens of boats near
the mouth of the narrow canal that led from the river to Abdju, five miles
inland at the west edge of the cultivated plain. That plain was the widest I’d
seen so far on my travels. Far beyond the westernmost fields, delimiting a wide
strip of low desert, reared stone cliffs more than eight hundred feet high,
striated, arcing in a long curve. Those cliffs were pierced by arid valleys
that allowed access to the high desert beyond. The sky was brilliantly colored
yellow and orange and red, the cliffs hues of soft blue.


We’d sailed south from Tjeni that same morning after
our three–day visit. Kauit had been the centerpiece of several triumphal
banquets in the ancient town, wearing a new gown at each and sparking the envy
of every woman in attendance. During one banquet Ankhu had trotted out the
captured traitors for inspection by chiefs of regions and priests and other officials;
after what Kauit had done to defeat the traitors Ankhu had decided he wasn’t
going to display her as a trophy anymore, despite Khufu’s orders. It was a
clear sign Kauit was doing exactly what she’d set out to do – prove she was a
woman of value.


I’d changed the bandage on Ahmes’ arm an hour before
we arrived at Abdju; the wound was healing perfectly. There’d been no further
incidents with conspirators since Harwa’s supposed death; a plethora of Ahmes’
guards had discretely seen to that. Nebit in particular was under constant
surveillance. He had no clue that Harwa still lived. Only Ahmes and Maghrab and
Kauit and I and a handful of loyal guards knew the truth.


The royal party, me included, transferred to a boat small
enough to traverse the canal. Half an hour later we reached the landing place
at the edge of Abdju.


“That’s the Overseer of the South,” Sakaherka said,
pointing to an elderly official waiting at the quay, accompanied by a host of
lower–ranking officials and prominent locals and their wives, or so I guessed
from the various staffs of office the men carried and the quality of their
clothing and jewels. “He carries out the king’s orders between Abdju and the cataract.
I recognize many chiefs of Southern regions. The king summoned them here by
messenger to give Ankhu an accounting of what they owe him, so we won’t have to
travel all the way to the cataract.”


The Overseer greeted Ankhu and Kauit profusely, introduced
them to the other officials, then led them towards town on a dusty narrow street.
Ahmes followed a few steps behind with several soldiers, and Maghrab, who
walked just behind her sister.


“The entrance to the Afterlife lies in those hills, at
the end of that wide wadi just past town and temple,” Sakaherka remarked as he
and I disembarked. He’d been working at Abdju as a scribe when he’d been called
north for this expedition. “The wadi’s called the Processional Way. Pilgrims
have been coming to Abdju to worship Khentymentiu, the Foremost of Westerners,
for as long as anyone can remember. That’s why so many boats are tied up along
the river. One cemetery here holds the graves of the first kings of the unified
valley. It’s near one much older, containing the graves of rulers who
controlled this part of the valley from Tjeni when it was a kingdom beholden to
no one.”


“Scorpion was the most important,” I said. “He died a
century before Narmer unified the valley. He controlled most of it.”


“How do you know about Scorpion?” Sakaherka asked.


“One of my ancestors supposedly attended his burial.”


“Fascinating.”


“How large is Abdju, Sakaherka?” I asked.


“About twenty acres inside the wall, more or less,
including the temple complex. Trails lead west from here to desert oases.”


“One source of its wealth in Scorpion’s day.”


“Many cattle graze the plains, and I’m sure you noted
the stubble from emmer and barley on either side of the canal.”


“My family stories mention that,” I said, pointing to
a massive rectangular mud–brick structure looming over the desert a little outside
town.


“Built by King Khasekhemwy – he was the father of King
Netjeryket…”


“Who erected the Step Pyramid,” I interrupted.


“Some say Khasekhemwy used it to store the grave goods
that accompanied him to the Afterlife – he’s also buried nearby – others that
his body was prepared and his funerary rites performed inside. Some say it was
the location of royal festivals. No one knows for sure after all this time. The
foundations of similar structures flank it, built by earlier kings, but they’ve
long since been leveled. Maybe Khasekhemwy tore theirs down to build his. Interestingly,
Khasekhemwy built an identical structure at Nekhen, slightly smaller.”


“Maybe Netjeryket erected his pyramid simply to outdo
his father,” I posited. “Just like King Khufu’s outdoing his.”


“Supposedly, many boats are buried near the structures
for the kings’ use in the Afterlife, though if there truly are they’re covered
by sand and not visible,” Sakaherka said.


“King Aha, Narmer’s son, built three structures
similar to Khasekhemwy’s,” I told him.


“Your family stories again?”


I nodded. “I wonder why he needed so many?”


“Maybe they were still trying to figure out the rules for
a royal burial,” Sakaherka replied.


The next morning, before dawn, Senu and Maghrab and I squeezed
into the front row of the crowd in a large courtyard fronting the Temple of Khentymentiu,
the centerpiece of a nine–acre complex surrounded by a mud–brick wall. The
north quadrant of the complex was itself walled off, with a single entrance;
Sakaherka had informed me the day before that inside were the individual ka
chapels of the earliest kings. Those chapels contained statues, much like the
one Ankhu was delivering today, which received a portion of the offerings
presented to Khentymentiu each day and were shared in by the kas of the kings.
The area southeast of the temple inside the wall was densely packed with small
houses where priests and support staff lived. 


Senu elbowed his way to a perfect vantage point from
which to sketch the ceremonies, a little south and west of the temple entrance.
“Sakaherka left Abdju a few months ago a simple scribe,” he said. “Today he
returns in the retinue of the king’s son. For him, today is a triumph. The
minor officials he used to associate with here will walk far behind him in the
procession.”


As Senu prepared his materials I swept my eyes in
every direction. Whenever a king or member of his family participated in
religious ceremonies at Abdju nearly everyone in town and the surrounding
countryside tried to crowd into the courtyard, to gain whatever special blessing
might accrue from their presence. The temple was unimposing – a low building of
mud–brick, flanked by two tall wooden poles from which red pennants fluttered. Its
outer walls were covered with brilliant–white plaster, painted with images of
the god in orange and blue and red and green and black. I could see a bit of
the inside of the temple through the open wooden door; its inner walls were
plastered and decorated as well.


“The temple floor, ceiling and columns represent the
surface of the earth, the celestial vault, and the pillars of the sky located
at the edges of the world,” I told Maghrab. “In the depths of the temple, in
the darkness of the inner sanctum, is a statue of Khentymentiu. In a few
moments, when the high priest and Ankhu perform the daily ritual, the ba of Khentymentiu
will descend from heaven to live in it again. In Khentymentiu’s presence, the
priest will bless King Khufu’s statue. It’ll be put in storage until the king
dies. Then the high priest will construct a ka chapel for Khufu beside those of
the earlier kings, where his statue will reside for eternity.”


Rising murmurs behind me indicated the procession was
approaching. First through the gateway into the temple complex were beautiful
women in sheer white skirts – temple chantresses – reciting ancient prayers,
handclapping, sounding crotal bells. Behind them came many young girls, their arms
laden with fragrant flowers. Priests followed swinging small golden pots
attached to golden chains, from which the fragrant scent of burning incense
rose.


“It’s the king’s son and the barbarian!” the woman
next to me exclaimed.


“Neith herself, goddess of the bow, walking upon the
earth,” her companion replied reverently.


Stories about the battle with the traitors and Kauit’s
leading role had preceded us to Abdju and spread like wildfire, growing more
fantastic with every retelling. Kauit might have set out on this expedition as
a trophy to be displayed, a living symbol of Khufu’s triumph over his enemies;
she’d return to Giza as an instrument of his power. The woman beside me was
just one of many I’d heard call Kauit a goddess yesterday and this morning.


Ankhu and Kauit walked alongside the high priest,
Ankhu in a linen shendyt with blue and yellow vertical stripes, a long wig with
tight curls and a golden diadem on his head, armbands and wristbands of gold,
leather sandals, and a magnificent pectoral of gold and lapis lazuli. In one
hand he carried his staff of office and in the other the statuette of King
Khufu in its gold box. But even in his finery Ankhu was overshadowed by Kauit.
She was a vision in a sheer white dress with horizontal and vertical pleats,
her left shoulder uncovered, the garment knotted under her left breast, hugging
her body closely. She wore a magnificent collar of gold and lapis lazuli and
her eyes were darkly outlined with kohl and her honey–colored hair shone in the
morning light, topped with a simple gold diadem. Maghrab had plaited Kauit’s
long hair and fastened the ends of adjacent plaits together with thread spun
from gold. Kauit carried a bouquet of white lotus flowers in her hand. I heard
comment after comment of envy and approval.


I hugged Maghrab close. “We did well,” I whispered.


Ahmes was right behind Ankhu, one hand on the hilt of
his dagger, eyes scanning the crowd on both sides of the street, his bandage
white against the dark skin of his arm, the scar on his shoulder standing out. Despite
our victory over the traitors he was on high alert. We knew there were still
conspirators in Nebit’s employ in our midst and this crowded courtyard, hemmed
in on all sides, was a perfect place for a second attack – Ankhu hadn’t
delivered the statuette yet. Several soldiers flanked the head of the
procession on each side to keep the crowd separated from Ankhu. Each carried a
long lance, with a bow and quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder.


Many more priests followed the high priest and royal
party and the Overseer and the chiefs of regions, bearing food offerings for
Khentymentiu on golden platters. Behind them several priests grasped a rope
tied around the neck of a bull that was to be sacrificed in the temple this
morning to promote the land’s fertility.


Senu handed me a sheet of papyrus and I carefully rolled
it up and placed it into a leather pouch slung over my shoulder along with four
others. Each contained a rapidly–sketched scene that would remind Senu of the
highlights of what had occurred when later he created a formal record of the
day’s events in the official style.


The last priest passed, followed by a horde of local officials
and high–ranking members of the expedition. I waved at Sakaherka. He was
wearing a kilt I’d made for him and was glorying in his return to the town of
his birth. His fellow scribes were so far behind in the procession they couldn’t
yet be seen.


Ankhu and Kauit and the high priest and the priests
bearing offerings entered the temple. Everyone else who’d been in the
procession waited outside with the rest of us, milling about in the courtyard.
I whispered a prayer of thanks to the falcon god. Moments from now Ankhu would
deposit King Khufu’s statuette in the temple, the reason it had been so
important for him to reach Abdju. Whatever else happened the rest of the
journey, Ankhu’s expedition would be counted a success by his father.


Senu and Maghrab and I stood for what seemed hours
waiting for the temple ritual to conclude. The sun rose above the temple walls
and spilled into the courtyard. The fortunate among the dignitaries were
accompanied by servants bearing fans and sunshades and so didn’t suffer from
the heat. I wasn’t so lucky. Sweat ran down my back and beaded on my forehead.
But I hardly noticed, my eyes locked on Ahmes, watching him with a longing I
didn’t even try to conceal. He and his men were arrayed before the temple
entrance, Ahmes pacing nervously, scanning the crowd, clearly worried with
Ankhu out of his sight at this critical moment. But I felt certain the crisis
had passed. There’d be no more attacks. There was no longer any reason for one.
The expedition would succeed, largely because of Ahmes, and so he’d surely earn
a magnificent reward from King Khufu and Ankhu. No one deserved it more. I
resigned myself that his reward would include marriage to Sitba.


Eventually Ankhu and Kauit and the high priest and his
attendants emerged from the temple, and after a few words by Ankhu the crowd
and dignitaries disbanded and trickled back towards their homes and workshops.


Senu left me and Maghrab and hurried to join Sakaherka
and Ankhu and Ahmes. The high priest and the Overseer of the South were taking
them to inspect the temple storerooms, reportedly crammed with ostrich
feathers, skin shields, elephant tusks, baskets of grapes and sacks of nuts and
other items gathered for the king from south of the cataract. I noted Kauit
strolling towards the Overseer’s fine mud–brick house to dine with his wife and
the wives of other officials. Her fan bearer was just behind her. The women of
Abdju were pressing to be as close to Kauit as possible. She’d finally come
into her own. She was a lonely barbarian no more.


“What are we going to do the rest of the day?” Maghrab
asked me. “Find a market and barter for fabric to replace the linen you used
for bandages?”


“How about if we visit the graves of the first kings
instead? We’ll never get another chance.”


We left town through the single gate, circled the
wall, headed up the wide wadi that led to the cliffs at the edge of the high
desert. The white–plastered mud–brick walls of Khasekhemwy’s enclosure towered
more than thirty–five feet high to our right. The wall was constructed in a
manner I’d seen depicted on ancient sereks, a series of recesses topped with
wooden lintels. A low brick bench extended from the base of each wall, and a
bastion circled each corner, all the same height as the bench. In a few places
the mud plaster had fallen from the walls, which wasn’t surprising given their
age, though most of it remained. Foundations of similar enclosures, each a foot
or two high, all buried by sand, dotted the plain around the remaining
structure, likely the ones Sakaherka had referred to of earlier kings. The
remains of the enclosures were littered with ancient jars, probably once filled
with offerings for the kings’ kas. In several places the jars were piled waist–high.
The kings had continued to be honored long after their deaths.


We hurried up the wadi. Within a quarter mile, on a
terrace to our left a few feet higher than the floor of the wadi, I sighted a
few scattered graves. The sand mounded over them was relatively new. “Sakaherka
told me that’s where officials who serve under the Overseer of the South are
buried,” I said.


Before long we reached a sandy plain dotted with hundreds
of slight depressions. We clambered up the side of the wadi onto the plain.


“These graves are very old,” I told Maghrab. “They
date from a time when there were no kings in the valley, only patriarchs ruling
small bands. Long after that era, the elites from both Abdju and Tjeni made
this their cemetery as well, to gain the blessings of the men they considered
their ancestors. The grandest grave of all belongs to a king named Scorpion. He
ruled the valley from Tjeni all the way to the eastern delta. His grave contained
many chambers, crammed with goods to provide for him in the Afterlife. He was
so powerful and rich he was buried with hundreds of jars of wine from Retenu.”


“How do you know?” Maghrab asked, skeptical.


“One of my ancestors, Sety, attended Scorpion’s
burial,” I replied. “His tale’s been passed down in my family ever since.”


In the distance, beyond this cemetery, I spotted a series
of very large low mounds. Due to their size they had to be the graves of the
first kings. Their setting was spectacular, backed by a line of steep hills,
their color constantly changing depending on the play of light and shadow. We
walked towards them, weaving between numerous smaller mounds and large
depressions resulting from the roofs of tombs collapsing during the past five
hundred years.


“What’s this?” Maghrab asked. She bent, picked up a
whitish object half–buried in the sand that had caught her attention, passed it
to me.


I turned it over and over in my hand, a very thin one–inch
square of ivory, with a hole drilled in its upper left corner. I rubbed the
dirt off as best I could with my fingers, revealing the deeply etched image of
an elephant standing atop three mountain peaks. “Best guess? A label, probably
attached with a cord to a jar or container of some kind. It probably fell off
when someone robbed one of these graves.”


“Can you read it?” Maghrab asked.


I studied it closely. I’d never seen anything quite
like it. “It must be a very early form of writing, if it comes from this
cemetery. Back then only names and places were recorded, I think. It may refer
to Abdju. It could just as easily be Abu. At any rate, it’s a treasure. Keep it
safe, Maghrab.”


We continued on, eventually halting at the edge of the
kings’ cemetery. Their graves were very large, outlined by the crumbling remains
of low rectangular retaining walls peeking through drifted sand, all that
remained of mounds that had once covered them, swept away by centuries of
strong unhindered wind. Foundations of mud–brick funerary chapels were evident,
attached to retaining walls. Stone stelae flanked chapels or leaned against walls.
We moved from one to another, exploring. At each I read for Maghrab the name of
a king long dead, written in a serek with the Horus falcon perched on top.


“Peribsen,” on the first stela. “He was Khasekhemwy’s
father.” Then “Djer, Narmer’s grandson. Djet, Djer’s son. Anedjib, Narmer’s
three times great grandson.”


Maghrab brushed sand away from a small limestone stela
with a rounded top adjacent to a king’s tomb. The name wasn’t inside a serek.


I bent and looked at it closely. “The dwarf Nofret,” I
read aloud. “A retainer of the king’s, I suspect. Hundreds of servants and
courtiers were slain the day the king they’d served was buried, to continue to
serve him in the Afterlife.”


“And you call my people barbarians,” Maghrab retorted,
shaking her head.


I spotted another large stela partly covered by sand, propped
against the remains of a mud–brick chapel a few paces away. “Merneith,” I announced,
kneeling beside it. A chill ran down my spine. I traced her name reverently
with my fingertips. I felt her presence. “Merneith was wife to King Djet and mother
to King Den,” I told Maghrab. “Den came to the throne when very young. Merneith
ruled the valley as his regent until he was of age.” I touched the talisman
around my neck. “She was the ninth woman in my family to wear this. I’m the
tenth.”


“You’re descended from a woman who ruled this valley
as king?” Maghrab asked skeptically. “A woman king?”


“I’m related to at least five of these kings buried
around us. Plus Merneith.”


Maghrab looked at me as if I was crazy. “How do you
know?”


“Papa told me stories passed down through one hundred
sixty–six generations of my family. One was about Merneith. Others were about
Narmer, though he wasn’t my ancestor, and Aha, who was, and Djer, and Djet, and
Den and Anedjib. Maghrab, this talisman was given to my ancestress Aya by the
falcon god himself, thousands of years ago, long before anyone had settled
permanently in the river valley.”


“Really? You believe that?” She stared at the
talisman.


“I didn’t until a couple of weeks ago, but I do now.
You see, Maghrab, my family stories tell about the bearer of this talisman
receiving dreams from the falcon god that always come true. The first night I
wore the talisman the falcon god sent me a
dream. It was almost the same dream I’d had regularly since I was a young girl
– about a magnificent banquet in the king’s per’aa, and a woman with honey–colored
hair wearing a marvelous dress entering the hall in front of me.” I leaned
close to Maghrab. “Except this time, for the first time, I saw the woman’s face
in my dream. Kauit. I recognized her the instant I saw her on the royal barque.”


Maghrab drew in her breath sharply. “I remember your
reaction, Maetkra. You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”


“My life changed in that instant. I was shaken to my
core. Before, I’d doubted Papa’s stories. I thought they were fables. I thought
this talisman was just an old pendant. From the instant I recognized Kauit I’ve
believed without reservation.”


“Kauit attended many banquets in Khufu’s per’aa before
we left on this expedition,” Maghrab said. “Your dream came true.”


“No, Maghrab. That banquet’s in the future. In my
dream Kauit’s wearing a dress I haven’t made for her yet.”


“Then maybe you’ve foreseen her at a victory banquet
in Ankhu’s honor,” Maghrab opined. 


“Can I tell you something? You have to promise not to
repeat it.”


“After you’ve kept secret that Kauit and I are
sisters? Of course, Maetkra.”


“In my dream Kauit turns around and thanks me for
making her King Khufu’s wife.”


Maghrab stared at me, astonished. “The exact reason
Kauit wanted to be part of this expedition! So the king would recognize she
should be more than his concubine.”


“I know. With everything that’s happened so far my
dream should come true,” I said. “Ankhu delivered the statuette to Abdju as
Khufu ordered, because Kauit forced him to attack the traitors instead of
running, and then fought them herself. Plus, we’ve caught the scribes
cheating.”


“And you’ve kept Harwa alive, to name Nebit as
conspirator.”


“I couldn’t have without your help, Maghrab. What I
don’t know is whether someone can disrupt a dream sent by the falcon god and
prevent it from becoming true. That might happen. We know Ankhu’s enemies are
still in our midst, thanks to Nebit. So, we have to make it back to Giza
without being ambushed a second time. Once there, we have to make sure Ankhu
gives Kauit full credit for what she’s done to make the expedition a success so
Khufu will understand her value. We also have to keep Harwa alive to accuse Nebit
and ferret out the names of the rest of the conspirators to win her even more
favor from the king. And I have to make it past Meidum without anyone seizing
me for supposedly killing Waty.” I’d told Kauit and Maghrab about that night,
leaving out only my murder of Ak. “Otherwise, I won’t make her the dress she’s
wearing in my dream.”


“So we’ll remain alert and on guard,” Maghrab said.
“But your dream will come true. I have faith in your falcon god, Maetkra.” She
put her hand on mine. “I left my gods behind in the Sinai. I have no god in
this land. Would it be acceptable for me to adopt your god as my own?”


“Of course, Maghrab.”


She smiled. She touched my talisman with her
fingertips. “Then I claim the falcon god. He’ll see us through to Giza. I don’t
doubt it.”


“Neither do I.” I removed the talisman from around my
neck, rested it atop Merneith’s stela for a moment, then slipped it over my
head. I’d never felt so connected to my ancestors, so much a part of an ancient
lineage stretching back to a time beyond imagining. I rose, reluctantly, and we
moved on to the next set of graves. “Den.” A king. Papa’s quest to become part
of Khufu’s household hadn’t been out of line after all. “Semerkhet.” Then “Qa’a.”


“Sometime between the time of Anedjib and Qa’a my
family fell from the king’s household,” I told Maghrab, examining the stela. “An
ancestor became a common laborer and ended up working stone in King Qa’a’s
workshop. The stories are silent on how that came about.”


There were several more graves I wanted to find. We
retraced our steps to Scorpion’s cemetery. I began inspecting the ground in the
vicinity of a greatly weathered mound, stumbled onto the tip of a rounded bit
of stone. I fell to my knees and began scraping the sand away with my hands.
Maghrab joined me.


“Narmer!” I exclaimed as the serek came to light. “The
man who united this valley more than five hundred years ago.” I rose to my
feet, began inspecting nearby mounds.


“Here’s another one!” Maghrab cried.


I hurried to her. Before long we’d partly excavated
Aha’s stela.


“He was Narmer’s son and successor,” I said. I
surveyed the surrounding terrain. “Somewhere near this grave is the grave of one
of his wives, Benerib. She was my ancestress too. She also bore this talisman.
Aha loved her so much he didn’t have her killed to accompany him to the
Afterlife. Thus, her separate grave.”


We found her eventually, after a long search. I
touched the talisman to her stela as I had to Merneith’s. Maghrab and I spent
the rest of that day investigating the various cemeteries, making discovery
after discovery. I convinced myself we’d even stumbled onto Scorpion’s resting
place, based on a handful of ivory labels we found poking from the sand near a
large depression. As we headed back towards town at sunset I knew I’d remember
these hours on the desert at Abdju for the rest of my life. For if the king
shared the same ka as his predecessors, didn’t it make sense I shared the same
ka as those who’d borne the talisman before me? I’d had the strangest feeling
all day, in the presence of Merneith and Den and Benerib and the other kings,
as if I’d been part of two worlds at the same time, the seen and unseen, the
living and the dead, each equally real. I knew with a certainty I’d never doubt
the existence of the falcon god again.


That night dignitaries attended a great feast at the
Overseer’s house to which Maghrab and I weren’t invited. I picked at my dinner,
then went to my pallet and lay awake until dawn broke across the eastern sky,
replaying that glorious day over and over. 
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The return trip to Giza from Abdju went much more quickly
than the journey south since we didn’t have to stop at any hamlets or villages or
estates. Ankhu’s work was done, our expedition a success, though I was still
responsible for returning the fleet to Giza safely. I knew there were still
traitors among us, but I doubted we’d be ambushed again. Nebit’s attempt to
discredit Ankhu had failed. Thanks to Maetkra’s deception, he believed his men
had murdered Harwa and he’d escaped detection. Nebit would leave well enough
alone. He wasn’t daring enough to risk discovery by launching a second ambush. He’d
be satisfied with an increase in his wealth due to the bribes he’d taken and
the scribes’ treachery. I assumed he’d have a share in what they were siphoning
off. As for the scribes, they’d refused to turn their scrolls over to me, arguing
they’d been charged with protecting them and delivering them to the king and
they weren’t abrogating that responsibility. I graciously acceded to their
refusal. They had no clue Sakaherka had produced a second, accurate set of
records. They’d convinced themselves his was a mere copy of theirs, made as a
precaution against loss, because soon after the night we’d found Maetkra in the
river Sakaherka had indeed made an exact copy of one of their scrolls and “carelessly”
left it lying where they’d find it and inspect it. Thereafter they’d never
checked his work.


By day we let the current carry us north, assisted by oarsmen
when necessary. Maghrab had taken an interest in designing dresses, and so spent
many hours in Ankhu’s pavilion with Maetkra, learning everything she could. Overseers
continued to report to me at night, but none brought news of potential trouble.
I’d have sent word for them to stand down, but then there wouldn’t have been
any excuse for Maetkra to continue sleeping in my pavilion. Just knowing she
was close by was comforting. Many a night I crept from my pallet and lit a bowl
of oil and knelt beside her, watching her sleep with her long hair spilled
about her. She was so beautiful. I wanted her so badly I ached.


I’d been overwhelmed by desire since the moment she’d emerged
from the river and I’d recognized her. And confused and frustrated by her lack
of response ever since.


A love I’d thought dead and buried had reawakened in
an instant. I’d tried to forget about Maetkra after her marriage to Kay. She
was his wife. She belonged to him. But that hadn’t changed how I felt about her.
She’d been forced into marriage. I’d believed she still loved me. Kay was an
older man; I was prepared to wait as long as I had to for Maetkra to be free of
him so I could marry her myself. Then I’d learned of Kay’s death, and that she’d
taken up residence on an estate somewhere in the South. She’d never contacted
me. I’d assumed she’d either forgotten about me or didn’t love me anymore. For
all I knew she’d married another of the king’s courtiers – as Kay’s widow, she’d
make an attractive match, and any courtier could offer her more than me. Because
I believed Maetkra had rejected me I’d opened myself to the possibility of
Sitba after returning to Giza from the barbarian expedition. She was a stunningly
beautiful woman and she wasn’t shy about telling me how much she wanted to be
with me, even though we scarcely knew each other. Then, the night I’d rediscovered
Maetkra, I’d learned the truth – she hadn’t been living on an estate in the
South. She’d been enslaved by her uncle. She hadn’t been free to contact me.
She hadn’t rejected me.


Yet, ever since our reunion she hadn’t exhibited a
single sign of wanting to resume our old relationship. Quite the opposite. To
this day I still had no idea if Maetkra was being completely honest with me
about what had happened in her life since we’d parted. The night I found her
she’d insisted she’d been fleeing Waty, a husband chosen for her by her uncle.
The condition of her clothing, her bruises and cuts and scrapes, hadn’t
supported her story, but I hadn’t pressed her. Later, playing Senet, she’d
confessed she’d been fleeing Ak that night as well after he’d crushed Waty’s
skull. That was a more reasonable explanation for her battered state. She’d
confessed she’d been the cause of my exile, that guilt had been eating away at
her for years. She thought I’d hate her for that. She’d told me about Kemtet’s
fate. And Kay’s last directives. Combined, they all made sense of her
aloofness. I’d argued I didn’t care about any of it, that I wanted to be with
her, but she’d continued to hold back and keep me at arms length, insisting we
could never be together. She’d been unwilling to renew the intimacy we’d once
shared. Then came the battle against the traitors and she’d momentarily let
down her guard. She’d refused to be left behind with the fleet because she didn’t
want to be separated from me. Those words had made my heart leap. After the
fight, seeing me safe, she’d reacted. She’d thrown her arms around me, pulled
me close, kissed my shoulder. Then almost immediately she’d broken away and
refused to look me in the eye. Maetkra was still holding on to some secret that
was keeping us apart. I was determined to find out what it was before we reached
  Giza and get us both past it. I’d been without Maetkra in my life for far too
long. I refused to be without her anymore.


A sense of wanting to be home, back in one’s own bed,
pervaded everyone in the fleet as we bypassed the towns and estates we’d spent
time at on our journey south. Ankhu was anxious, standing often at the bow of
the royal barque watching the riverbanks slide swiftly by. Occasionally Kauit
stood at his side, talking with him pleasantly. I almost felt sorry for Ankhu,
knowing Kauit hated him, that she was simply playing a part to ensure her
future, that for her success on this expedition would be measured by her
marriage to the king, not him.


 One evening, just as Maetkra was bringing me and Senu
our dinners beside my fire in camp, Ankhu unexpectedly appeared. Senu and I respectfully
rose to our feet. Maetkra dropped to her knees, nearly spilling our food.


“Resume your seats,” Ankhu said, taking a leather
chair next to me. “You too, Little Healer.”


Maetkra blushed and got nervously to her feet. She’d
avoided Ankhu as much as possible since the night she’d reported Harwa’s death.
She’d caught Nebit whispering to Ankhu several times subsequently, and Ankhu
had fallen silent the moment he caught sight of her. She’d confessed to me she
was afraid the king’s son might turn on her at Nebit’s urging before we reached
  Giza. Ankhu had truly terrified her the night she’d lied to him in order to
deceive Nebit. I’d reminded her that if he did we could trot out Harwa. He wasn’t
recovering as quickly as Maetkra hoped, but he wasn’t getting any worse either.
His “resurrection” would stop Nebit in his tracks.


“Why have you refused to eat with me on the royal
barque this entire trip?” Ankhu demanded of me. He scanned the plates in Maetkra’s
hands. “You’re a chief of tens. You don’t have to eat the fare of a common
soldier.”


“You’d prefer I stuff myself on rich food every day
and grow fat? Would you have me waddle after traitors, Majesty?” I looked
pointedly at Ankhu’s expanding waistline.


Maetkra was appalled.


Ankhu laughed. “I admit, the months have taken their
toll, with celebrations beyond counting. I suppose an occasional soldiers’ meal
wouldn’t hurt me any.”


I tilted my head and Maetkra quickly placed Senu’s
plate before Ankhu. She set mine before me, then moved to the fire and filled
another for Senu. She brought all three of us cups, then filled them from a jug
of beer and stood by, prepared to serve us.


“Fix a plate and eat, Maetkra,” I commanded.


“But…”


Ankhu gazed at Maetkra, amused. “Ahmes rules his campfire.
Obey him.”


She filled a plate and sat a little apart, but appeared
too nervous to do more than push her food around. Unlike me, she was
intimidated by Ankhu. She watched carefully and made sure to keep our cups and
plates filled. As soon as we finished eating Senu took his leave to work on his
sketches. Ankhu and I talked together quietly. Maetkra moved a little away and
began mending soldiers’ clothing, one eye on her work, the other on us. My eyes
were continuously drawn to her. Sitting in the firelight, her skin glowing, she
was achingly beautiful. I wanted her in the worst way.


Ankhu spoke with me for a long time about what he’d
learned from local officials. “My future in this realm depended on my
performance on this expedition,” he concluded. “I have so many brothers ahead
of me I’ll never be king, but I refuse to waste my life in a minor position.” He
drained his cup and Maetkra dumped the sewing from her lap and hastened to
refill it. Ankhu regarded her thoughtfully. “Ahmes, it occurs to me that while
we spent months asking what those in power in each hamlet and town and village
think of Father, we had in our midst all along someone who can tell us what the
people think. A courtier’s widow, now a common seamstress, one of Father’s dependents.”
He pointed to a low stool beside him. “Sit,” he commanded.


Maetkra did as he’d ordered.


“What do the people think of their king?” Ankhu asked.
He no doubt noted the fear in her eyes. “Speak plainly and truly,” he said
gently. “Don’t tell me what I want to hear. Tell me what I need to know.”


I felt sorry for Maetkra, being put on the spot. I
noted drops of sweat starting to run from her shoulder blades all the way down
her spine to her waist.


“Majesty.” She was choosing her words carefully. “Papa
told me your grandfather, the great king Sneferu, was devout and wise and loved
by everyone.”


“Except perhaps his enemies,” Ankhu said. “After all,
he waged war in both the South and West.”


“For which his people loved him, for keeping them
safe.”


“But they don’t feel the same way about Father,” he
guessed.


“Yes and no. When I lived in the workers’ village at Giza
we all respected King Khufu. The work is hard, yet everyone is well–fed and
well–housed and well–cared for. All of us, from seamstresses to stone masons, take
great pride in the pyramid and the temples. We know the work we do will be
remembered for all time. Perhaps even we’ll be remembered. In some sense, we
believe we’ll share in the immortality of your father, the living god – life,
prosperity, health – when he goes to the stars to join the other gods.”


“But the farmers you lived among don’t feel the same?”


Maetkra nodded. She took a deep breath. “They call King
Khufu cruel and blasphemous and proud and evil. They see more and more of what
they grow in their fields being taken so temple priests and the king and –
pardon me, Majesty – the king’s household – can live in luxury. Yet in years
when the inundation is too high or too low they suffer. An empty belly does not
breed love, Majesty.”


Ankhu said nothing. He sat silent, his brow knit,
staring into the campfire. I wondered if Maetkra had gone too far, been too
honest. She was grabbing her right hand with her left so Ankhu wouldn’t see it
tremble. Ankhu may have thought he wanted the truth, but the truth was too
harsh. Maetkra should have lied and told him what she knew in her heart he
wanted to hear. But too late for that now.


Ankhu sighed, his eyes still locked on the flames. “I’ll
tell you a secret, Little Healer. There are few in the per’aa who don’t fear Father.
That includes me, sometimes.” He straightened. “But fear is a powerful
motivator. Father has to be strong and authoritarian to muster the whole people
to construct his great works. Love or fear – always the conflict for a leader.”
He drained the last of his wine. “Thank you for your honesty. I know that wasn’t
easy.” He paused for a moment. “And thank you for teaching Kauit about our
country and our customs and our language.”


“It’s been my pleasure, Majesty.”


“None in the per’aa were so kind to her. Come stand in
front of me.”


Maetkra rose from the stool and did as he’d ordered.
Ankhu stood as well.


“Hold out your hand, Maetkra.” Ankhu slipped three beautiful
solid gold bracelets onto her right wrist. “A token of my regard, not just for
teaching Kauit, but for taking care of my men when they were wounded.”


“Thank you, Majesty,” she murmured. “You give me far
more than I deserve.”


“Or perhaps not enough,” Ankhu answered. He turned to
me. “It occurs to me I’ve never thanked you for saving me either, Ahmes – first
in the Sinai, now in the upper valley. I’m increasingly in your debt.”


“You don’t owe me anything, Majesty.”


“Still, I did you a disservice by not telling Father
you were responsible for defeating the barbarians and recovering his copper. I
assure you, I’ll make it right when we reach Giza.”


“That’s not necessary, Majesty. Kings and their sons
get glory for expeditions, not their subjects.”


“Claiming glory is one thing. Knowing who truly
deserves it is another.”


“Not something you would have said a year ago,
Majesty, I think.”


“You’re right, Ahmes. Maybe I needed responsibility
for something important to open my eyes. I’ve learned much on these expeditions
that I think is making me a better man. Can I ask you something?”


“Of course.”


“Why didn’t you and Kauit tell me about the plot
against me? I was stunned when you revealed it before the battle. Didn’t you
trust me?”


For the first time, Ankhu seemed more like a real
person to me than a king’s son. He actually appeared hurt by our secrecy.


“Frankly, Majesty, we weren’t sure how you’d react,” I
replied. “We were afraid you’d rush to the king and make accusations. We were
afraid we’d lose the opportunity to catch the ringleaders. We kept you in the
dark because we needed you to react honestly as things developed and not tip
off the traitors, whoever they were. Plus, Kauit and I wanted to protect you.”


“Protect me? Why?”


“Our fates are tied to yours, Majesty. If this
expedition had failed I’d be the scapegoat and be punished. You’d lose your power
and position. Who knows where that’d leave Kauit.”


A log popped in the fire, sending sparks shooting
skyward.


“I appreciate your honesty, and how you’ve looked out
for me – both of you,” Ankhu said. He plopped down in his chair, clapped his
hands on his thighs. “And now, Ahmes, a game.”


My eyes caught Maetkra’s. After a moment she nodded.


“Before we play, as long as we’re being honest,
Majesty…”


“There’s more?”


“We’ve identified one of the conspiracy’s ringleaders,”
I said. “Or, rather, Maetkra has.”


“What? Who?” he asked, startled.


“Nebit.”


Ankhu stared at me in disbelief. “One of the Greatest
of Tens? Father’s counselor? That’s absurd!”


“Nebit visited the wounded immediately after the fleet
rejoined us, Majesty,” Maetkra interjected. “Nebit called the traitor Harwa. I
hadn’t told him Harwa’s name. Harwa told me after Nebit left the boat that Nebit
had hired him to attack us.”


“But the traitor’s dead,” Ankhu protested. “The guards
murdered him. You told me so. Your word against Nebit’s? Father will never
believe you.”


“Harwa’s very much alive,” Maetkra informed him.
“Though grievously injured, and not recovering as quickly as I’d like.”


“But you said…”


“An act, Majesty. After Nebit left me and Harwa, Maghrab
overheard him bribing two guards to kill the traitor. So Ahmes seized them and moved
Harwa to a safer boat. I’ve been caring for him late at night while everyone is
sleeping. Maghrab too. He’ll survive the journey to Giza.”


“You lied to me!” Ankhu exclaimed.


“I had to, Majesty,” Maetkra said. “I had to convince Nebit
his men had murdered Harwa. I had to convince him he’d silenced the only man
who could identify him as a traitor. I
needed you to react honestly to my news, to be furious with me for failing you.”


“Which I recall I was.”


“You truly terrified me that night, Majesty,” Maetkra
admitted.


“You didn’t trust me enough afterwards to let me in on
your secret, until now?” Ankhu asked.


“Majesty, Nebit sits with you, day after day,
pretending to be your friend,” I said. “Could you have continued to treat him
as a friend, all the way from Tjeni to here, without giving away by some sign
that you knew of his treachery?”


“You were doing me a kindness,” Ankhu reflected. “I
understand. But I suppose we’re going to find out how well I can ‘act’ now.” He
shook his head. “It’s not going to be easy, seeing Nebit tomorrow. Maybe I’m
not so glad for your honesty after all.” He addressed Maetkra. “When Nebit demanded
I punish you, you told me you didn’t deserve mercy. That was so he wouldn’t
have any doubts he’d escaped discovery?”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“What if I’d given the order? The punishment for
failing a royal is flogging or execution.”


“I would have accepted my fate, without objection,
Majesty. Catching whoever Nebit’s in league with is more important than my dignity
or life.”


“You’re a remarkable and wise and very brave woman,” Ankhu
said admiringly.


“Thanks to Maetkra, Nebit believes we’re unaware he’s
a traitor,” I added. “Rest assured, my most trusted men are watching him
constantly and quietly. He doesn’t do anything I don’t know about.”


“You’re afraid he’ll unleash any other henchmen he has
lurking among us?” Ankhu asked.


“Not really. Nebit doesn’t have backbone enough to try
the same thing twice if he fails the first time. But, he’s not very bright
either. So he might.”


“He’s a truly horrible man,” Maetkra said.


“Just so you know, Majesty, after Maetkra’s husband
Kay died Nebit sent her to live on her uncle’s farm. Her uncle enslaved her for
years. The night she finally ran away from him I stumbled across her and she
joined our expedition. Oh, and Nebit sent one of my younger sisters south with
Maetkra, as a hostage. Her uncle gave my sister to a priest at Djedsneferu. I’m
going to liberate her on our way home.”


Ankhu looked from me to Maetkra, speechless. “Anything
else I should know about?” he finally asked.


“The scribes are cheating your father,” I replied.


Ankhu threw up his hands. “By the gods!”


“Except for Sakaherka,” Maetkra hastily added. “He’s
working with us. He’s created an accurate set of records for you to present to
the king. Maghrab’s keeping them safe.”


Ankhu looked from Maetkra to me again. “I’m not even
going to ask how you found out.”


“It’s a very long story, Majesty.”


“I had no idea so many good people were looking out
for my welfare.”


“Don’t forget Kauit and Senu,” Maetkra said.


Ankhu sighed. “What a tale this will make for Father.”
He ran his hands through his hair and shook his head. “Well, Ahmes. I suppose
we should finally start our game. Though I doubt I’ll be able to concentrate.”


“Splendid! Bring the Senet board please, Maetkra,” I
said.


She hurried to my pavilion and returned shortly to the
fire with my Senet box and set it on the low table between me and Ankhu.


“If you beat me too badly, Majesty, I’ll turn you over
to Maetkra,” I warned. “She’s champion around this fire.”


“A woman of many talents,” Ankhu said lightly, looking
at her as if he’d never truly seen her before.


She returned to her seat as we set up the pieces and
began our game.


“What do you think the king plans for you, once we
return?” I asked as we moved our pawns around the board.


“Father promised if I was successful he’d name me chief
of either an estate or a region, perhaps Farkha in the delta or Nekhen in the South.”
Ankhu sighed. “And, likely, arrange several marriages with daughters of other chiefs,
or perhaps foreign kings. After all, what are low–ranking sons for?”


He was still in the dark about the order the king had
given Nebit, to find him a bride. That wasn’t something I felt at liberty to
reveal. “Where would that leave Kauit? You did publicly ask the king to let you
marry her.”


“I honestly can’t figure her out, Ahmes. I thought I’d
won her heart on the way home from the Sinai. But since that day in the
audience hall she’s been a cipher – some days hot, some cold. I have absolutely
no idea where I stand with her.” Ankhu eyed Maetkra. “Seamstress, Kauit must
have talked about me when you were tutoring her or working on her dresses.”


Maetkra looked like a cornered animal.


I knew why. Kauit had told me how she felt about the
king’s son. She’d probably told Maetkra too.


“Majesty, I can’t betray My Lady’s confidences,”
Maetkra said gently.


“I suppose not. That was unfair of me. Let me ask a
different question – do you think she’ll ever come to truly love me?” Ankhu was
no longer a king’s son – he was simply a suitor pursuing a woman he strongly
suspected didn’t want him, hoping against hope she did.


Maetkra looked at him sympathetically. “Majesty, if
you’d lost the battle in the Sinai, and half your men had been captured, and
Kauit had executed the survivors in front of your eyes, could you have fallen
in love with her?”


“It’s justice, I suppose,” Ankhu said after a moment. “I
can dally with any woman I want at Giza – I have, actually – and could with
most of the women we’ve met on this journey – except for the one I want most. And
even if Kauit loved me Father would have to agree to our marriage. Guess it’s
time for me to accept that our ever being together is impossible. Though I wish
it wasn’t.” Ankhu threw the sticks and moved his game piece and looked sideways
at me. “You’re lucky, my friend. You at least will be able to choose your
bride.”


“What woman would have a commoner like me?” I scoffed.
“A donkey herder. Or whatever I’ll be when we return to Giza.” I couldn’t keep
the despair out of my voice. The woman I’d choose in an instant, Maetkra, didn’t
want me. Sitba claimed she did, though I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d
forgotten about me during my long absence. It was one thing to be the hero of
the hour and desired by many, quite another when that hour had long since
passed and the chief of an estate and a court full of powerful men were close
at hand.


“Every comely woman we’ve met in the towns and
villages and estates on this expedition has cast her eyes on you, Ahmes,” Ankhu
said. He leaned towards me. “What woman wouldn’t desire a man favored by the
king’s son? Snap your fingers and you can have as many women as you want, any
time you want.” He swiveled towards Maetkra. “Do I speak falsely?”


I didn’t know which of us was more embarrassed. Ankhu
had no idea that I craved Maetkra with every ounce of my being. I believed,
after she’d let her guard down before and after the fight, that deep in her
heart she wanted me too. Something was keeping us apart that she wasn’t ready
to reveal. I couldn’t force her. She was going to have to make that decision of
her own accord, and in her own time. But if she ever did, I believed we’d be
able to work through it and be together once more.


Maetkra blushed and lowered her eyes. “No, Majesty,
you speak the truth,” she said, a touch of misery in her voice.


She did care.


And I cared enough to let her off the hook. I laughed.
“Majesty, you’re wrong. Women look at me because I’m standing next to you, and
the glory of your countenance is so bright they must avert their eyes slightly.”


Maetkra joined in Ankhu’s laughter.


 


 


***


 


 


The Praise of the Two
Lands encountered an extensive marsh that stretched for miles along the
river, its reeds and grasses higher than my head.


“Let’s stop and hunt,” Kauit told Ankhu, ducking into
the shaded pavilion where he was sitting. She’d been restlessly pacing the barque’s
deck for days.


I was bending over the table, studying a map I’d drawn
of the valley, calculating the position of the fleet on the river. Maetkra was
on a cushion near Kauit’s empty chair, sewing a dress. Maghrab was similarly
occupied. Senu was as usual sketching. I glanced at the marsh. It was teeming with
waterfowl.


“An excellent idea!” Ankhu exclaimed. “I want to get off
this boat too. I’m deathly tired of sitting.” He nodded at me. “How about a
competition, Ahmes? You against Kauit and me to see who can bring in the most
game?”


“That hardly seems fair, Majesty, two against one,
especially when one of the two is as skillful with a bow as My Lady. Or don’t
you trust yourself to win without help?”


Ankhu laughed. “Teams we shall have. Ahmes, you’ll
take our healer on your punt, and to make it more interesting Senu and
Sakaherka will man a third.”


Half an hour later the fleet was anchored beside the
riverbank a hundred yards north of the marsh. Camp was being established, tents
set up, servants carrying furniture and supplies down gangplanks onto the plain.
I was standing in the rear of my craft at the edge of the marsh, a small punt made
of bound papyrus reeds, a long pole in my hand to propel it. Two other punts were
beside me in the water, bobbing and swaying with the current. Maetkra was
kneeling in the bow of my vessel, and Kauit and Senu in theirs. All three punts
bristled with bidents – spears with two barbs – and flat heavy wooden throw
sticks.


Ankhu pointed west. “When Atum touches the rim of the
desert plateau the competition ends,” he said.


Suddenly Kauit thrust her bident into the water. She
yanked it out by the line attached to its end. A bulti wriggled on its tip. She
removed it and tossed it into the bottom of her punt.


“Our competition has begun!” Ankhu cried gleefully.
With that, he rapidly poled his craft into the marsh and was lost among the
tall reeds.


I poled a considerable distance upriver and followed a
small channel into the marsh, leaving Senu and Sakaherka far behind. Soon all I
could see were green stalks and dark shadowed water and the blue dome of the
cloudless sky. I glanced at Maetkra. She was wearing a simple white skirt and
she’d bound up her hair to keep it out of her eyes. She was leaning forward,
intently peering into the water, her talisman dangling and bracelets glittering,
a bident in her right hand, its attached rope tied around her left wrist. I
recalled her telling me she used to fish often when she lived on her uncle’s
farm. That bode well for our chances. Kauit might be a marksman, but a river
wasn’t the same as a desert.


I halted among the reeds at the edge of a substantial
oval of open water in the midst of the marsh. I set wooden duck decoys adrift.
Then I grabbed a throw stick. The marsh was alive with the trilling of birds
and buzzing of insects and cries of waterfowl and splashes of animals moving
about. To me it seemed Maetkra and I were the only two people in the entire world.
How I wished it was true… I studied her, thought back on all that had happened
the past months, how happy I’d been being with her every day and night. I didn’t
want to part from her when we reached Giza. I had to find a way to convince her
to be with me. I’d missed too much of her life already. I didn’t want to miss
more.


A sudden movement attracted my attention. I threw my
stick and a duck splashed into the water across the oval. I poled to it.
Maetkra retrieved it. I poled back into cover.


We hunted the remaining daylight hours and our punt
gradually filled with waterfowl. Maetkra added her share of fish. I thought we
might actually have a chance of winning. The sun was just a little above the
desert rim when I brought down a large duck and poled the punt to where it
floated. Maetkra reached a bit too far trying to retrieve it and the craft
began to tip and she started to tumble into the water. I lunged and caught her by
the waist at the last instant and twisted and landed on my back atop the ducks
and fish and she fell on top of me and into my arms. The punt rocked back and
forth dangerously and water sloshed over the sides. Then, gradually, it
stabilized.


I stared into Maetkra’s eyes, dark pools that seemed
to be drawing me into their very depths. “The other night, when you said I
could have any woman I wanted, did you mean it?” I blurted.


She blushed. She started breathing hard. “Yes, Ahmes.
I did.”


All at once my mouth was pressed against hers and she
was responding to me, urgently. At last! I stroked her bare back with one hand,
cupped the back of her neck with the other. Her arms circled my neck. I kissed her
for a very long time, as if I could wipe away years of suppressed longing and
passion all at once. She pressed against me, her body warm. I dropped a hand to
her waist, began fumbling with her skirt.


She abruptly rolled off me, onto her back. “I can’t…”


The wall again. “Did I mistake you on the boat after
the battle? I thought you’d come to care for me again.” I couldn’t keep the
hurt out of my voice.


“I’m not worthy of you, Ahmes,” she breathed. She
turned her head sideways, met my eyes Tears were streaming. “I’ve done things… Horrible
things… It’s impossible for us to be together.”


“What things?” I demanded. “Tell me. Please. I’m
begging you.”


She sat up. Resignedly, she touched her fingers to my
lips. “Sitba waits for you. Go to her. Forget about me.”


Sitba? Had she been holding herself back all this time
because she believed I loved Sitba? Who’d been filling her head with such
nonsense? She’d married Kay to gain position. Did she think I wanted Sitba to
secure one for myself? Did she think I craved position and power more than her?
I was about to argue the point when two punts suddenly sliced through the tall
reeds into the oval of water. I sat up. Ankhu and Kauit scarcely had room to
move in their craft, so full it was with fish and fowl. Senu and Sakaherka didn’t
have that problem. If they were ever stranded alone in the wilderness, I
thought, they’d probably starve. Ankhu scanned my punt, then let loose a cry of
triumph. “We have the victory, My Lady,” he told Kauit.


And I’ve lost in more
ways than one.


Maetkra and I didn’t speak as I poled us back to camp.
As servants unloaded our punt I went a little ways down the riverbank and dove into
the water and washed off fish scales and waterfowl blood and sweat. I was
confused and angry and baffled all at the same time. What was keeping us apart?
Why wouldn’t Maetkra tell me? Why wouldn’t she let me fix it? Or didn’t she
want me to fix it? Maybe she didn’t want to be with me. Maybe her “secret” was
simply an excuse to drive me away. Maybe, after her experiences with Kay and
her cousins and Waty, she didn’t want to be with a man at all. I guess I couldn’t
really blame her, if that was the reason.


That evening the six of us, plus Maghrab, shared a
campfire and ate the best of what we’d caught, entertained by musicians,
sharing stories and memories of our time on the river. Maetkra positioned herself
next to Kauit, on the far side of the fire from me, and spoke to me not a
single word.


 


 


***


 


 


We camped late one afternoon along the river near
Meidum. Sitting on a chair in front of my pavilion on the plain I watched
sunlight fade on the portion of King Sneferu’s pyramid that was visible above
the lip of the western plateau. That evening Senu and Sakaherka and I ate together
beside my fire, as usual. Maetkra sat apart from us on the opposite side of the
fire, in the shadows. We weren’t far from her uncle’s farm. No doubt she was afraid
a passerby might recognize her and try to return her to her uncle or turn her
in to local authorities for allegedly killing Waty. Our camp usually attracted
curious locals each evening hoping to catch a glimpse of the king’s son and the
barbarian. That’s what they were calling Kauit throughout the valley now, as a
term of affection, not derision. The nearness of Pedubast’s farm explained why Maetkra
had stayed in Kauit’s cabin all day, to avoid being spotted on the deck of the
barque.


I’d been anxiously awaiting our return to Meidum ever
since Maetkra had told me about Kemtet’s captivity. It was time for me to rescue
my sister.


I beckoned to Maetkra. She hesitated a moment, then came
and sat cross–legged on the ground in front of my chair.


“As you all know, my sister Kemtet is being held against
her will in Djedsneferu, thanks to Nebit and Maetkra’s uncle,” I told my
friends in a low voice. “I’m going to rescue her. The king’s son is aware and
approves. But I need your help.”


“You have it,” Senu assured me.


Sakaherka nodded.


“Uncle gave Kemtet to a priest in King Sneferu’s
funerary cult,” Maetkra told Sakaherka. “His name’s Ankhwa.”


“I don’t know him, but I do know several scribes
attached to the cult,” Sakaherka said. “I’ve visited Djedsneferu a few times. If
we sneak in under cover of darkness I can find one and ask him where Ankhwa
lives. We can spirit your sister away tonight, Ahmes.”


“I’m not sneaking anywhere,” I said. “I’m going into Djedsneferu
at first light. Nebit does his dirty work in the dark. I won’t.” I stood. “Now,
I have duties to attend to. I’ll meet all of you at this fire before dawn.”


“I’ll be armed in case it comes to a fight,” Senu
assured me.


I laughed. “Just because you survived an ambush and
attacked a Shasu camp doesn’t make you a soldier, Senu.”


I glanced at Maetkra. Her cheeks were glistening with
tears. Kemtet’s fate had weighed on her for a very long time. That we were
finally going to save her was an obvious relief.


At first light we headed north along the riverbank in
the direction of the pyramid. The sun was already shining on its limestone–clad
peak. We quickly reached the valley temple alongside the river and moved onto
the limestone processional way that connected it to the pyramid complex to its west.
The moment we emerged atop the plateau the pyramid was revealed in all its
glory, towering over us. It was considerably smaller than Khufu’s, yet an
amazing accomplishment in its own right.


“King Sneferu originally stacked eight increasingly
smaller mastabas atop each other,” Maetkra informed us as we paused to stare. “My
ancestors worked on it. But when it was done he wasn’t happy with it, so he
decided to erect a true pyramid. He relocated his workforce to Dahshur and
built his Bent and Red pyramids. Then he returned here and turned his stacked
mastabas into a pyramid as well.”


The smooth limestone sides sparkled in the light of
the rising sun. A high limestone wall stood some distance from the pyramid’s
base. I sighted the roof of the limestone mortuary temple rising above the wall
on the east side of the pyramid, and the peak of a small cult pyramid next to
the larger pyramid’s southwest corner.


“That’s Djedsneferu,” Sakaherka said, pointing to a
small village nearby on the plain. A line of priests was already moving from it
towards the pyramid complex, burdened with the daily offerings for Sneferu’s
cult.


Sakaherka led us into the village on a deeply worn
path. We trod crowded lanes towards a section where temple support staff lived.
No one paid us any attention. Visitors were apparently frequent. Sakaherka encountered
a scribe he knew who gave us directions to Ankhwa’s house. We went directly to
it. It was a modest structure, in the midst of similar structures lining a
narrow dusty lane bustling with men and women and children and animals.


Without announcing ourselves we burst through the door.
I was in the lead.


A woman was kneeling by the hearth at the rear,
stirring gruel in an earthenware pot, her back to us. A man I assumed was
Ankhwa was seated on a chair of ebony wood at a small ebony table in the center
of the room, a bowl of fruit and cup of beer before him. The cup was made of
copper. A boy, no older than two, and an infant lay on a pallet against a wall.
That wall, and the rest, were hung with colorful mats. Inlaid wooden storage
boxes lined one side of the room. Several more inlaid chairs were placed next
to Ankhwa. The house had an air of prosperity. I recalled Maetkra telling me
her uncle and Ankhwa conspired to steal provisions from the temple and bartered
them for status items for themselves. This house was proof of that. The woman turned.
Kemtet. Her eyes opened wide in astonishment. I barely recognized her after so
many years apart. She’d grown up, changed. Her brightness had faded. Nebit was
going to pay for that.


Ankhwa cursed angrily, rose, tipped his chair over in
his haste.


“Ahmes!” Kemtet screamed. She scrambled to her feet
and raced across the room and into my arms and buried her face against my chest
and began to sob.


“Get out of my house!” Ankhwa bellowed at me and my
companions, his face red with fury.


“Oh, I will,” I told Ankhwa coldly. “And I’m taking my
sister with me.”


“You have no right! Pedubast gave her to me as wife!”


I gently set Kemtet aside. We’d have our reunion
later.


Kemtet spotted Maetkra behind me and screamed and rushed
into her arms.


Maetkra hugged her. She was crying. “I’ve come for you
Kemtet, like I promised,” she sobbed. “Forgive me for taking so long.”


Kemtet smiled at Maetkra through her tears. “I knew
you’d come. I never stopped believing.”


 “Pedubast had no blood claim,” I told Ankhwa evenly.
He was an old man, his body heavy, movements slow. The top of his head barely
reached my shoulder. He posed no danger to me.


“She worked on Pedubast’s farm,” Ankhwa snapped. “She
was his dependent. He had every right.”


“Nebit kidnapped Kemtet and sold her to Pedubast. But
you know that. You’re complicit in their crime.” I turned my attention to
Kemtet. “Gather your things.”


“Don’t you dare!” Ankhwa snarled at Kemtet.


“All I need are my children,” Kemtet said, glaring at
Ankhwa. “He can keep the rest.”


“You ungrateful…” Ankhwa took a long step and seized
Kemtet’s arm and twisted it. “You’re not going anywhere!”


She cried out in pain.


Sakaherka decked Ankhwa with a single blow to the face,
sending him sprawling on the ground.


A surprising move by the Master Scribe. I nodded to
him. He cringed and ruefully shook his hand.


Ankhwa writhed on the floor at Sakaherka’s feet, both
hands clutching his bloodied nose and mouth.


“You shouldn’t have hurt Kemtet in front of me,” I
told Ankhwa grimly. “Senu, Sakaherka, pick this scum up. We’re bringing him
with us. He’s going to pay for what he’s done.”


They ungently yanked Ankhwa to his feet. Blood was
running from his nose and flowing down his chest. I led everyone through the door
into the street, the two men directly behind me dragging the protesting Ankhwa
– Senu had the tip of his knife pressed against the small of Ankhwa’s back –
then the women, Kemtet cradling her daughter, Maetkra carrying Little Ahmes. Kemtet
and Maetkra were crying. A crowd had filled the lane outside Ankhwa’s door, attracted
by the shouting. Grimly, I drew my knife and brandished it menacingly. I was in
no mood to play games. The onlookers hurriedly split and we pushed through.


Half an hour later we were back in camp and shortly
afterwards Ankhwa was bound hand and foot on the boat carrying the traitors. An
hour after that the fleet was drifting north and Sneferu’s pyramid was
disappearing behind us.


And I was seated in the pavilion along with Kemtet,
getting to know my niece and nephew.


Nebit was nowhere in sight. He might have believed
Maetkra’s lie that she’d purposefully misled me about everything he’d done after
Kay’s death, but Kemtet had been at Kay’s deathbed too, and Nebit had to assume
I’d soon know what he’d done to her and Maetkra, and what he’d stolen from me.
The rest of the journey was going to be very unpleasant for him, wondering when
I’d confront him. Which I had no plan to do. King Khufu would take care of Nebit
for me. Thanks to the traitor Maetkra had saved from death.


 


 


***


 


 


“What’s that?” Kauit asked a day and a half later as
we drifted down the river, pointing to a long low building at the edge of the
cultivated strip along the base of the western plateau.


“The valley temple of King Sneferu’s Bent Pyramid,” Maetkra
replied from her cushion a few paces away from where Kauit and Ankhu were
seated beneath the pavilion.


“Can we stop and take a look?” Kauit asked Ankhu.


“How long to Giza?” Ankhu asked me.


“We’ll be there by sunset if we push hard,” I replied.


“I’m anxious to get home,” Ankhu protested. “Another
time, perhaps.”


“Ankhu, this expedition has been a rousing success,”
Kauit lectured. “Do you mean to taint it by slipping into Giza unexpectedly,
without fanfare? What if no one’s around to see your triumphant return? What
was the point of all we went through? Let’s stop here, visit this pyramid and
the one Maetkra’s told me about close by at Saqqara. Camp by the river one last
night. Meanwhile, send a boat ahead with a messenger to announce our pending
arrival to the king. Give him time to assemble the court. Seize the opportunity
to make a splash!”


Ankhu laughed. “Wise as always. I yield to your
judgment, My Lady. Ahmes, order the fleet to anchor. Then send a messenger to Father.”


“You’ll be our guide?” Kauit asked Maetkra.


“Of course, My Lady.”


“We should take a few guards with us,” Ankhu told me.


I glanced at the women. “And servants, no doubt.”


An hour later our party – Ankhu, Kauit, Maetkra,
Maghrab, Senu and me – was astride donkeys I’d commandeered from one of Nebit’s
nearby riverside depots, beasts that regularly hauled offerings from the
Dahshur quay to the mortuary temple atop the plateau. I led everyone west from our
camp towards a stone causeway that climbed from plain to plateau and connected
Sneferu’s riverside valley temple to his mortuary temple close by his pyramid. Six
soldiers traveled with us, also mounted, armed with daggers and lances and bows
and leather shields. Now that we were so close to Giza I wasn’t going to give Nebit
a final chance to waylay us. Sakaherka remained on the barque with Kemtet and
her children; I sensed a budding romance, one I approved of. She considered him
a hero for knocking Ankhwa down and he’d already fallen under her spell. A good
night’s sleep, a filling meal, one of Maetkra’s dresses and some of Kauit’s
cosmetics and jewelry had transformed Kemtet’s appearance. Freedom had already restored
her spirit. We moved through the stubble–covered strip towards the stone
causeway, crossing several ancient ditches used to irrigate the cultivated
portion of the plain.


“Your relatives worked at Dahshur, didn’t they?” Kauit
asked Maetkra. Her hair blew about her like a golden halo in the wind.


I moved close beside them. I’d heard bits of Maetkra’s
story about her ancestors and the pyramids before, but not in great detail.


“And at Meidum and Saqqara,” Maetkra said proudly. “Senu
and I were both born here at Dahshur when the Bent Pyramid was being worked on
for the second time, after the Red Pyramid was completed.”


“I didn’t know you were from Dahshur,” Kauit said to
Senu.


“When King Khufu succeeded King Sneferu, my family and
Maetkra’s moved to Giza along with the king’s household and all the permanent pyramid
workers.”


“How old were you then?” Kauit asked Maetkra.


“Five. Papa and I lived in a temporary camp at Giza for
an entire year while the workers’ village was under construction. I watched the
king’s engineers lay out the pyramid’s base, sighting the sun and stars to
align it, using water to make sure the stone beneath the intended base was
perfectly level. I saw them excavate the canal and harbor, too, and I was
standing on the bank the day workers broke a dam and water flooded the harbor
for the first time. Such a mighty wall of water rushing towards the plateau! I’ll
never forget it.”


The donkeys lurched onto the plateau. The Bent Pyramid
and its attending complex were directly ahead of us. The Red Pyramid loomed a
mile to the north, partially obscured by a haze of dust. Though I’d delivered
supplies to Dahshur a few times, the sight of the two pyramids rising above the
plain still amazed me.


“Tell me about these pyramids,” Kauit said.


“Nothing like them had ever been built before,” Maetkra
began. “The amount of human labor was unparalleled, the amounts of stone gargantuan,
the ambition to even dare to build them outrageous. The Bent Pyramid is three
times as large as the Step Pyramid we’ll visit later today at Saqqara, and the
Red five times its size. Up to twenty–five thousand men labored on each in the
early years, when the pyramids were in their lower stages – Papa said one in
ten adult males in the entire valley worked on them.”


“Why is this pyramid bent at the top?” Kauit asked.


“It’s actual name is ‘Southern Pyramid – Sneferu
Shining.’ It was the king’s first attempt to build a true pyramid. Every king
before him had erected stepped pyramids – basically, ever–smaller mastabas
stacked atop each other, like at Meidum. After fifteen years of construction,
large cracks developed throughout the core of this one and it started to fall
apart under its own weight.”


“Why?”


“The ground is fractured clay, not solid stone like at
  Giza. As the ground shifted, blocks of stone separated from each other,
leaving wide gaps and making the pyramid unstable. So the king halted
construction with the pyramid about half–finished. Since a thousand limestone
blocks continued to arrive at the quay along the river every day, King Sneferu
simply shifted his workforce a mile north and began constructing the Red. This
was in year thirty of his reign.”


“They didn’t have the same problem with the Red
Pyramid, the ground shifting?” Maghrab asked.


“The engineers had learned much while erecting this
bent one. They reduced the slope of the sides and made the base larger. Can you
believe – it should have taken thirty years to build but it was finished in
eleven. King Sneferu was in a hurry; he wanted it finished before he died. He
tripled the size of the workforce to pull that off. Half the volume of stone was
laid in the first two years, according to Papa, because so many men could work side
by side at the same time. As the pyramid grew higher the workforce shrank –
only one seventh as many workers were needed in the last year as in the early
years.”


“I suppose that doesn’t include the men quarrying
stone, or delivering it on boats, or feeding the workers,” Kauit said.


“You’re right. And one of the reasons the engineers
could build so quickly was they had a core of about five thousand experienced builders
whose ancestors had worked on the Step Pyramid of King Netjeryket and every
subsequent pyramid. They, too, had labored at their father’s sides, just as Papa
worked beside his papa and his papa’s papa.”


“But the Bent Pyramid looks finished to me, even
though it’s shaped so strangely,” Maghrab observed.


I nodded. “In the last decade of King Sneferu’s reign,
after he completed the Red Pyramid, quarries kept producing blocks of stone and
cargo boats kept delivering them here. So the king erected a few temples on the
east sides of both pyramids – no one had ever done that before. We’ll look
inside the one at the end of this causeway, just ahead of us. Anyway, once the
temples were constructed the king decided to finish the Bent Pyramid. Engineers
girdled its base with more blocks of stone and built a new pyramid atop it at a
lesser angle. The builders dealt with each shift and crack in the structure as
it happened after resuming work so, according to Papa, the Bent Pyramid is the
strongest of all. And when they were done here, with stone still arriving, the
builders returned to Meidum, built another girdling wall around that pyramid,
smoothed out the stepped sides, and raised its apex to new heights. And then
King Sneferu died and was buried in the Red Pyramid. He left a skilled
workforce and a valley–wide building organization to King Khufu.”


“Who’s turned it to good use at Giza,” Kauit
concluded.


“To purposefully outdo my grandfather, his father,”
Ankhu interjected. “Father never expected to be king, Kauit. He was fourth in
line to the throne. But his three older brothers died while Grandfather was
still alive. Father was a young man when he became king, with many aspirations.”


We reached the mortuary temple and dismounted. The
temple was a fine stone building around one hundred sixty feet long, already covered
by the shadow creeping east from the pyramid. Leaving the guards behind to
watch our beasts, the rest of us went inside, pausing for a moment to let our
eyes grow accustomed to the relative darkness after the bright sunshine. The
interior of the temple was considerably cooler than the desert. Maetkra and
Senu took the lead. We followed them into an area containing five parallel
rooms, the central one leading to an open courtyard. The room’s walls were divided
into two registers and richly decorated. In the bottom register, rows of women
faced the temple’s interior. The upper register showed the king enacting Heb–Sed
rituals or conversing with gods and goddesses.


Senu indicated the images. “Maetkra and I watched the
craftsmen create these,” he said.


“We were both fascinated,” Maetkra added.


“We fetched water for the men as they worked, and
food, and supplies and anything they wanted so they wouldn’t send us away,”
Senu continued. “The master craftsman discovered I had the ability to draw one
day – I was copying that particular image on an ostracon.” He pointed to one of
the gods on the wall. “When the workers relocated to Giza he took me into his
workshop in Akhet Khufu.”


“Where you’ll soon have your own house,” Ankhu vowed.


Senu smiled. “These are the oldest images ever created
of the gods in the form of human figures or of human bodies with animal heads. One
of the king’s master craftsmen designed every one of them at King Sneferu’s
order, codifying for the first time their appearance, ending the randomness of
ancient nebulous depictions. Notice how strong and lively they are? See how
some of the gods embrace King Sneferu, and how some are nose to nose with him?”


“This is Sekhmet, breathing life into King Sneferu’s
nostrils,” Maetkra said, pointing to an image.


“These aren’t gods, are they?” Kauit asked, indicating
a line of women, each bearing a food offering and an ankh.


“They’re personifications of the king’s estates, the
ones he set aside to maintain his funerary cult, carrying the offerings that’ll
keep the king alive for eternity if the priests ever stop providing real food,”
Maetkra replied. “The estates on this wall lie in the delta and the estates on
the upper wall span the upper valley.”


“I know where every one of them is located,” I said
after a moment’s study. “Nebit’s boats still carry offerings here from them.”


“This is the first temple decorated with estate figures,”
Maetkra added.


“Personifying the valley,” Senu said. “For the first
time, its regions were separately identified and named.”


“Who are these gods?” Maghrab asked.


“This is King Huni, King Sneferu’s father, and the
hawk–headed man represents Horus,” Senu replied. “Horus was portrayed like this
for the first time during King Huni’s reign, the image designed by a court
craftsman. Before that he was portrayed as a falcon, perched atop the sereks
that outlined the earliest kings’ names on labels and such.”


“Maetkra and I found some ancient ivory labels in the
desert sand at Abdju,” Maghrab volunteered. “And stelae with sereks and falcons,
naming the earliest kings.”


“That’s right,” Maetkra confirmed. I saw her fingers rise
to her talisman. To her and her family Horus would always be known simply as
the falcon god.


“Here’s Seshat, and Min, and Ptah,” Senu continued.


“The roles of kings and gods have been entwined since
the earliest times,” Maetkra added. “The gods are shown on these walls as
members of the king’s household, and like him they share in the bounty of the
land.”


“It’s why you were making sure temples received their
assigned share during the expedition,” Kauit interjected.


Ankhu nodded.


After fully exploring the temple we exited. During our
visit servants from the barque had followed us at my order and prepared a meal,
and we ate and drank quickly, not wanting to waste what daylight remained. We returned
to our donkeys and pressed on towards Saqqara, around six miles north of
Dahshur, taking time along the way to briefly inspect the towering Red Pyramid which,
until King Khufu’s pyramid was finished, would continue to be the tallest
structure in the entire world. The sun, a few hours from disappearing below the
horizon in the west, spilled golden light across the desert as we trotted
across the scrub and broken sandy plain. The wind had died somewhat, and the
haze had mostly settled. We reached the Saqqara section of the plateau just as
darkness fell. The moon rose quickly, full. The night was almost as bright as
day.


“Tell me about Saqqara, Maetkra,” Kauit said.


We’d just reached a long row of low niched mud–brick
buildings lining the lip of the plateau and overlooking the river, the painted
images on their whitewashed walls greatly faded by time. They looked ghostly in
the moonlight, casting long shadows on the desert.


“Gladly, My Lady. Saqqara was the first necropolis
established after Ineb–hedj was built by King Narmer to serve as his capital
more than five hundred years ago. This necropolis stretches four miles, north
to south. By day you can see both of the pyramids we just visited at Dahshur
from here. Those lights twinkling down there in the valley for a great distance
along the west side of the river – that’s Ineb–hedj.”


I drew my beast up beside one of the mastabas. A bench
along one of its niched walls was topped with dozens of clay ox heads bearing
actual horns.


“These are the structures we see when we’re sailing on
the river?” Kauit asked.


“They are. They’re tombs. Papa said they were built
for the high dignitaries who served the kings buried at Abdju, beginning with
King Aha. This particular tomb dates from the time of King Djet. See these
small vaulted graves along the base of the walls?”


“Must be more than sixty,” Senu guessed.


“Whichever official is buried here, he took that many
servants with him to the Afterlife.”


Kauit gasped in horror.


“Kings buried members of their household at Abdju,
too,” Maghrab informed her. “Hundreds, not sixty.”


“Nearly every tomb at Saqqara has subsidiary burials.
Far fewer than this one, thankfully,” Maetkra added.


“Your people have been very bloodthirsty for a very
long time,” Kauit observed.


Maetkra pointed. “That tomb includes several model
granaries. The official must have been responsible for his king’s emmer.” She led
us farther west, up a slight slope. A tall wall loomed ahead of us with a wide deep
moat at its base. The upper courses of a stepped pyramid were visible above the
wall, softly bathed by moonlight.


“Mastabas were the resting places of all kings until
the reign of King Netjerykhet,” Maetkra explained. “He commanded his architect,
Imhotep, the high priest at Iunu, to build him one. Imhotep decided to erect the
largest ever constructed. But Imhotep knew mud–brick could only be laid so high
before bricks began to collapse under their own weight. So he decided to build the
king’s mastaba in stone. That had never been done before. King Netjeryket
approved, because stone ensured his eternal abode would be permanent and that
he’d be able to celebrate forever the rituals and practices that ensured the
preservation of the world order established by the gods.


“At a stroke, Imhotep’s decision transformed this
valley and the king’s power. Craftsmen had worked stone for centuries,
including my ancestors, making vases for the king’s household. They produced unique
pieces, taking into account the qualities of each individual stone they shaped.
Imhotep diverted those craftsmen to instead create regularly–sized blocks, light
enough for a single man to carry, then used those blocks to erect this enormous
structure. Turns out it was actually easier for the craftsmen to cut blocks out
of limestone than create small vases out of harder types. This moat around the
wall? That’s where the first blocks came from. But making this moat ever wider
and deeper wasn’t practical. So Imhotep opened quarries elsewhere in the valley,
both north and south along the river. Then he constructed barges of
unprecedented size to haul the quarried stone from them to here. Which meant he
needed a delivery system, and workers to haul and build, and people to feed
them and clothe them. In short, he needed literally everyone in the valley to
play a part in erecting this pyramid.”


“Imhotep needed tons of copper to create tools to
carve and shape stone, so he expanded the few existing mines in the Sinai,” I
said. “Miners smelted copper into ingots on site, which were transported to Saqqara
and resmelted into chisels, as we do to this day. Though we produce far more
copper for King Khufu than Imhotep or King Netjeryket ever imagined.”


“Stoneworkers and haulers and quarrymen and sailors
and shipwrights and miners and all the rest required food and housing and
shelter,” Maetkra continued. “Imhotep created a vast bureaucracy to oversee the
system of supply and labor – overseers, architects, scribes and such. But
Imhotep wasn’t content to simply erect a mastaba, as earlier kings had done. He
wanted to create a funerary complex to reflect King’s Netjeryket’s valley–wide
presence. He decided to bring together for the first time in monumental form
the ritual totems that preserve a deceased king’s physical presence and
spirituality – his mummified body, a portrait statue, a stele, a mastaba, and a
tomb. He laid out a large courtyard south of the mastaba, enclosed within the
high limestone walls in front of us. As you can see, the walls have recessed
niches and pillars, just like those of archaic per’aas. On the east side of the
courtyard Imhotep erected a complex to celebrate the Heb–Sed festival – that’s when
a king renews his vital force and authority. It’s held in the thirtieth year of
his reign and every third year thereafter. There are statues of Netjerykhet
along one side of the Sed court, and buildings representing the archaic shrines
of the delta and upper valley on the other. More than a century after his
death, this complex still serves as Netjeryket’s cult temple.


“Now, at some point during construction, Imhotep
realized the king’s mastaba would be dwarfed by walls and shrines and the rest.
So he had another radical idea – he decided to stack six mastabas atop each
other, progressively smaller, and he decided to case them with white limestone.
He intended his structure to mimic the mystical conditions that existed at the
creation of the world when the first hill from which life emerged, the pyramid,
rose from the waters of primordial chaos.”


I was listening closely to Maetkra. I was extremely impressed
by her knowledge of this complex. I hadn’t known half of it. Ankhu too seemed
fascinated.


“Some say Imhotep was actually the son of Ptah, the god
of builders, and came to earth to design this pyramid,” Maetkra continued. “Now
he’s worshipped here at Saqqara as a god and a healer.”


“That’s because he wrote a medical text that’s still
used by healers throughout the land,” Ankhu interjected. “The scribe who taught
me and my brothers to write made us copy it over and over.”


Maetkra nodded. “Papa said the king and his architect
were geniuses. Creation of this pyramid transformed our valley overnight and forever.
Imagine the stupendous vision needed to even conceive the idea, the courage required
to execute it, the perseverance and oversight needed to actually build it.
Nothing like this pyramid had ever before been attempted in the history of the
whole world. The sheer scale of the project required valley–wide management of workmen,
increased efficiency in food production, and an extensive bureaucracy to collect
and record and distribute what was due the king.”


We dismounted near the gateway of the thirty–foot high
limestone wall surrounding the complex. My guards flanked the gateway. The rest
of us passed through and walked down a long roofed corridor supported by two
rows of fluted columns.


“See how the columns are joined to the walls?” Maetkra
asked. “The builders hadn’t yet learned how to make them stand on their own, or
didn’t have confidence they wouldn’t topple.”


We emerged into a vast open courtyard edged with
shorter walls on east, south and west. The pyramid in all its glory filled the
entire end of the courtyard to our right and cast a great moon shadow towards
the west. In that direction, beyond the outer wall, lay endless desert. The
base of the east courtyard wall was in deep shadow; we could see the roofs of a
row of buildings looming on its far side. Those of the Heb–Sed court, according
to Maetkra. We stood, all of us, hushed, in awe, for a long time.


“The south courtyard we’re standing in, and the Heb–Sed
court to our right, represent our valley and its shrines, the world of the
living that’s the setting for the eternal cult ceremonies of the king,” Maetkra
said. “The tomb south of us, and the one to the north in the bedrock underneath
the pyramid, symbolize the royal cemetery of Abdju, as well as the king’s per’aa.
They’re the religious centers of the royal cult. The north courtyard on the far
side of the pyramid represents the luxurious marshes of the delta. The area
west of the tomb symbolizes the land of the dead. And,” Maetkra swept her arm, “the
surrounding wall protects everything inside the complex from the chaos of the
world.”


Wordlessly, she led us towards the pyramid, then,
before we reached it, turned to the right and entered the ceremonial court.


“This is where King Netjeryket celebrated his Heb–Sed
festival. Over several days, he participated in many activities to prove he was
still fit to rule. Priests brought statues of the gods from their temples all
over the valley and placed them inside tent–like shrines on both sides of the
court. The king worshiped at the shrines, then ran a ceremonial race between
them.” Maetkra pointed to the row of tall structures with vaulted roofs and
thin columns on the west. “These shrines represent the lightweight tents
erected for individual gods during jubilee celebrations. Because they’re stone,
they enable the king to celebrate his Heb–Sed for eternity.” She led us to the
east side of the court where two statues stood, one barely carved at all, the
image merely hinted at and more powerful for it. “These statues of King Netjeryket
show him in his jubilee cloak. They guarantee his never–ending rejuvenation.”


“Will there be a Heb–Sed festival soon?” Kauit asked.


“Not for more than a decade,” Ankhu answered. “Father
hasn’t reigned long enough yet. But I witnessed several of King Sneferu’s when
I was a boy.”


“Oh, tell me about them,” Kauit pleaded.


“The king and his family and courtiers came here, to Saqqara.
The evening before the festival priests buried Grandfather’s statue to
symbolize his death. The morning of the ceremony the main courtyard we just
left was filled with dignitaries from all over the valley, members of the king’s
extended household, its outer edge ringed with the temporary shrines of
countless gods. Grandfather sat under a baldachin at one end of the court beneath
a domed roof. During the day he participated in a number of rejuvenation and
birth rituals while wearing a special cape. He ran a race through the courtyard
to prove his strength to the gods and, most importantly, to symbolize his rule
over the entire world. Then he and a horde of priests made offerings to the numerous
gods in their shrines. At the end of the ceremony he erected a djed pillar, the
symbol of royal endurance and resurrection and the rebirth of the land. Then he
was crowned king once more, reborn.”


“We should visit the mortuary temple on the far side
of the pyramid,” Maetkra volunteered. “It was the first one ever built and now
all kings’ tombs have them.”


We followed Ankhu back into the courtyard and around
to its far side.


Maetkra pointed out a row of uraeus serpents atop one
of the Heb–Sed buildings. “That’s the first building ever decorated that way.”


We headed towards the pyramid itself, which seemed to
blot out the sky the closer we approached. I couldn’t help thinking how much
smaller it was than King Khufu’s at Giza.


“Those buildings to the right with the papyrus–shaped
columns standing against them are the Throne of the North and the Throne of the
South,” Maetkra told us. “They symbolize the king’s rule over the entire valley.”


We passed around the corner of the pyramid.


“That yellowish–brick mastaba just north of us, with
the mud–brick superstructure – that’s the tomb of Hesyra, King Netjeryket’s
chief royal scribe. There’s another stepped pyramid to the southwest outside the
wall belonging to King Sekhemkhet – this pyramid blocks our view of it. He succeeded
Netjerykhet as king. Grandpapa told me Imhotep was the architect of his pyramid
too.”


We reached the funerary temple. It covered a large
area along the side of the pyramid.


“The king lies far underground along with other
members of his family,” Maetkra said. “There are many chambers in his tomb,
mimicking the rooms in his per’aa. The walls of some are covered with turquoise
tile. Supposedly more than forty thousand stone vessels are piled in storage
galleries, some made by my ancestors, commemorating kings as far back as Horus Narmer
and events of their reigns. Some are labeled with names of regions and
settlements.”


“That’s the serdab,” Senu said, indicating a small
building. He led us to it and pointed to two narrow vertical slits in the
otherwise solid wall. “Behind that wall is a statue of King Netjeryket. It was
the first life–size royal sculpture.”


“Of a king,” Maetkra interrupted. “A life–size statue
of one of Nekhen’s rulers was placed in a chapel in the ruler’s cemetery a
thousand years ago.”


“This one’s painted reddish–brown and blue,” Senu
said. “I’ve studied drawings. It’s an absolute masterpiece. Netjeryket sits on
a massive throne that merges with his body; his figure is hardly suggested,
veiled by his jubilee cloak. He wears a three–part wig covered by a nemes. His
face is portrayed in every detail – high cheekbones, fleshy lips, a moustache,
a ritual beard, sunken inlaid eyes made of rock crystal lined with copper. Netjeryket’s
image now serves as the pattern for all kings in our statuary.”


“What are the slits for?” Maghrab asked, peering
inside, though nothing could be seen in the darkness.


“They allow the king to glimpse the stars that never set
by night and the outside world by day, so he can be present at ceremonies
celebrated in his honor,” Senu replied.


“The statue ensures King Netjeryket’s ba will continue
to exist forever,” Kauit recited. “Funerary priests provide food and drink and
everything else the king needs before the false door in the tomb so the king
can sustain himself. The false door lets the king communicate with the world.
Stelae near the false door show the king consuming the items.”


“You’ve learned well,” Ankhu told Kauit.


“I had good teachers,” she replied, nodding at Maetkra
and me in turn.


“The king’s funerary cult ensures his survival,” Ankhu
said. “The king created estates to support the priests of his cult in their
duties for eternity. Those serving him today are in many cases the grandsons
and great–grandsons of the original priests.”


“Do you think King Netjeryket is looking at us now?” Kauit
asked.


“I do,” Ankhu replied.


“I brought food and wine to make an offering,” she
said, holding up a small leather pouch. “If that’s appropriate.”


“Of course,” Ankhu said.


“Papa showed me where an ancestor carved his name on one
of the pyramid’s stone blocks,” Maetkra said. “I’d like to look for it while
you’re worshipping the king.”


“Meet us back here when you’re done,” Ankhu replied.


“I’ll go with you,” I told Maetkra. “No telling who or
what might be lurking in the shadows. Jackals run wild on the desert at night.”


“Maybe even the kas of dead kings,” Kauit added.


“Or Nebit’s henchmen,” Ankhu said.


Exactly what I was worried about. I followed Maetkra
around the corner of the pyramid, into the moon shadow, neither of us speaking.
There was so much I wanted to say to her, now that we were nearly at Giza, but
I doubted it would change her mind about us. The wall between us was even
higher and stronger now than it had been before we’d nearly leveled it in the
marsh. This was the first time we’d been alone since our kiss, and we’d barely
spoken a dozen words in the interim. Maetkra probably would have asked me to
stay with the others if she thought it wouldn’t have created a scene. The wind
blew softly, still warm. Its sighing and the distant barking of jackals were
the only sounds.


Maetkra halted near the northwest corner. “It’s on top
of the first level,” she said, then began to climb, seeking footholds and
toeholds between the blocks that had been used to clad the bottommost mastaba. I
moved behind her, boosting her where necessary. By the time we pulled ourselves
onto the flat atop the first level my arms and knees and thighs were scraped
and I was drenched with sweat and Maetkra’s skirt was filthy from rubbing
against the dusty sand–covered blocks. We took a moment to catch our breaths,
then carefully moved across the uneven surface to the corner. Maetkra fell to
her knees and began carefully counting blocks by touch.


“Here it is!” she exclaimed.


I knelt beside her and she took my hand and directed
it. I felt the hieroglyph, deeply etched decades ago. A remnant of Maetkra’s family,
preserved for all time.


We sat cross–legged at the edge of the first level.
The wind blew Maetkra’s hair about her face and bare shoulders. She looked so
beautiful, a dark shape against a river of stars. She grasped her talisman in
her hand. Her lips moved, whispering her ancestor’s name so he might live. A
chill ran up my spine. What I wouldn’t give to have such faith. We gazed together
over the desert for a long time. It killed me, being so close to her and yet a
world away. She’d come back into my life unexpectedly. I wanted her in it
forever. Yet tomorrow at this time we’d be in Giza. I might never see her again.
She wasn’t beholden to anyone, especially not me. She could go anywhere in the
valley she wanted. She might remain at court – Kauit would no doubt be willing
to employ her as a dressmaker. She’d once been the wife of a courtier – it
wouldn’t take one long to fall in love with her. I’d never be able to offer her
what even the lowliest courtier could. No, a day from now, even if Maetkra remained
at Giza, she’d be lost to me. I stared at her, tried to memorize her features.
She wanted me to give her up. Insisted, even. Perhaps it was time for me to
yield to her wishes. Time to stop acting like Ak and Userbat and Nebit and
Iufaa and Waty and the rest of the men who’d stalked her and made her miserable
her whole life. It was time for me to move on and free her from me. But how?


“What’s that?” Maetkra asked.


I looked in the direction she was pointing. A flicker
of light. Then darkness. Then another flicker in the same spot, about halfway between
this complex and the Red Pyramid. Then the flicker became a flame, steady,
glowing orange and yellow.


“No one should be on the desert at this time of night,”
I said. “Unless they’re up to no good.”


“There are so many tombs at Dahshur… Robbers?” Maetkra
guessed.


“We need to find out.”


As quickly as we could we clambered down the pyramid,
bloodying arms and knees and tearing skirt and kilt in our haste. Once on flat
ground we raced to where the others were just finishing their ceremony, our
bare feet kicking up the sand that lay thickly upon the ground.


“Tomb robbers!” Maetkra shouted breathlessly as we
rounded the corner of the pyramid.


The celebrants froze, their faces lit by moonlight and
the fire burning on a small stone altar.


“Where?” Ankhu queried, turning towards us.


We halted beside them, panting.


“Between here and Dahshur. Maybe two miles, maybe a
little farther,” I said.


We all hurried back around the pyramid, through the
courtyard, through the columned corridor and onto the flat beside the wall. We
hastily mounted our donkeys, joined by the formerly–resting guards. I tried to
make Ankhu and Kauit and Maghrab stay behind, due to the potential danger, but
they vehemently refused. Maetkra and Senu led us around the wall and south onto
the desert for, having grown up nearby, they were familiar with its broken
hills and gullies and flats. We dared not move too quickly in the dark for fear
of a donkey stumbling and breaking its leg. I thanked Maetkra’s falcon god the
moon was full and cast a bright light. We moved silently past low moonlit hills
and mounds and the remnants of ancient mud–brick mastabas that had long ago
collapsed into unrecognizable heaps. Whenever we crossed one of the higher
sections of the plain the fire was visible to us, only to be obscured whenever
we descended. All the while moonlight shone on the Red Pyramid and a mile
beyond it the Bent, both seeming to rise and grow in size as we neared. It was
only forty–five minutes, though it seemed an eternity, before we saw not far
ahead a brightly glowing depression.


We dismounted. The guards lined up to my right, with
Ankhu and Kauit and Senu to my left and Maetkra and Maghrab behind us. I drew
my dagger. Kauit had appropriated a bow and quiver from one of the guards and
loosely fitted an arrow to the bowstring. A dozen yards from the lip of a small
rise we began to crawl on hands and knees. I cautiously peered over. A fire blazed
in the center of the depression, illuminating a dozen robbers and large pieces
of furniture and leather sacks bulging with treasure. The thieves were laughing
and shouting gleefully, not fearing detection. One robber was rummaging through
a beautifully decorated chest, tossing some of its contents onto the sand and
putting other items into a rough linen sack. I saw the glint of gold and
sparkle of jewels. Other robbers were similarly sorting through their loot.
Whatever tomb they’d robbed, they’d apparently carried what they’d stolen to
this depression to divide up.


“Those are my grandmother Hetepheres’ grave goods!”
Ankhu hissed.


King Sneferu’s Great of Scepter. Khufu’s mother. A
very important woman. Undoubtedly a very rich grave.


A heartbeat later the robber desecrating the chest screamed
and clutched at his throat and collapsed, his blood staining the sand. Kauit’s
arrow had found its mark. I immediately leaped over the lip of the rise and dashed
full speed down the slippery slope and a few feet from the bottom launched myself
into three surprised robbers standing close together, knocking them all flat.
One cushioned my landing. My guards and Ankhu were close behind me, shouting.
An arrow whistled past my shoulder and found its mark in the chest of a robber
who was charging at me. He tumbled and sprawled, dead before he hit the ground.
I scrambled to my feet, slashed wildly with my knife, connected. A gut–wrenching
scream as the thief dropped to his knees, clutching his abdomen. More screams
as Ankhu and the others attacked his companions. Another of Kauit’s arrows brought
down a robber who was trying to scale the side of the depression and escape
into the desert. Then, suddenly, the fight was over, the surviving thieves
cowering in the sand, kneeling, hands raised, begging for their lives. My
guards quickly circled them, lances lowered and pointed at their backs and
chests. Kauit and Maetkra and Maghrab half–slid down the slope to the bottom of
the depression. Kauit’s eyes blazed with triumph and battle fury. Her chest
heaved and nostrils flared and her hair swirled golden in the firelight. I’d
never seen a woman more magnificent.


Ankhu addressed one of the robbers, pointing to jewels
scattered in the sand with his foot. “I recognize these. They were bound up in
the linen around the body of my grandmother, Hetepheres, the mother of my
father, the Great Wife of King Sneferu. You unwrapped her?”


“Yes,” the man admitted tremulously.


Ankhu slapped his face with the back of his hand, so
hard the man nearly toppled over. “Where?” Ankhu demanded, bending close.


“Out on the desert.” Blood was trickling from the
corner of his mouth.


“Her body’s in the desert? Where exactly?”


The man shrugged. “It’s dark, Majesty. And a vast
place.” He lowered his hands. A calculating look came into his eyes. He was
trying to figure out how to turn the location of Hetepheres’ body into an
advantage for himself.


Ankhu stared at him for a moment, then suddenly bent
and swung his arm and buried his knife to the hilt in the man’s abdomen.


The robber screamed and clutched the hilt with both
hands. He looked at Ankhu for a moment, then collapsed, writhed a bit, lay
still, his hands still grasping the knife, his belly bright red with blood.


“He was a priest of Grandmother’s funerary cult,”
Ankhu said angrily, bending and pulling the knife from the body. He wiped the
blade on the priest’s kilt.


My guards prodded the surviving robbers to one side of
the depression with its slope against their backs and stood over them, lances
pointed menacingly. The robber with the arrow in his spine moaned pitifully
where he’d fallen. He was going to be a hindrance. One of the guards slit his
throat.


“We must set Grandmother’s tomb to rights,” Ankhu proclaimed.
“Collect everything these monsters tossed aside. Repack them in the containers.”


I knelt next to Maetkra beside the large chest the
robber had been desecrating. Its dark wood was inlaid with faience and colored
glass and covered with gold foil. Only a folded garment decorated with beads
remained inside. I began retrieving the items the robber had discarded and
handing them to Maetkra – he’d apparently perceived them as having minor value –
calcite ointment jars, several stone and pottery vessels, a tubular leather
case containing sticks, a basket. She brushed and blew off the sand, then carefully
replaced each object in the chest. Maghrab and Senu, and Ankhu and Kauit, were
similarly engaged close by. After we’d picked up the loose items I pulled objects
one by one from the linen sacks the robber had been filling and Maetkra placed
them in the chest – copper tools, a copper ewer and basin, gold and silver
dishes, gold and copper razors, a wooden headrest covered in silver, cosmetic containers,
ivory bracelets. When the chest was full I closed the lid. I picked up another
sack.


“Look at this!” I whispered to Maetkra, awed. I handed
her a silver bracelet patterned with rosettes and butterflies made of carnelian
and lapis lazuli and turquoise. I’d never seen such a finely wrought bracelet made
of that rare metal. Carefully, I emptied the sack. There were fifteen more, all
identical.


“I think they belong in this box,” Maetkra said.


She opened it. The inside was lined with gold and held
two spools resting sideways on wooden supports. A small docket inside listed
the contents. Maetkra and I checked it to make sure all the bracelets were
accounted for. Then she replaced them on the spools and closed the lid.


After that Maetkra joined Kauit to repack several
chests with clothing and rolls of linen and pottery and stone vessels and mud
seals and flints. I joined Ankhu and we carried to a side of the depression numerous
loose items the robbers had taken – twenty gold–cased poles and beams; two
armchairs of deeply etched wood with tightly–bound lotus flowers, its legs
carved like the paws of lions, one chair gold–covered and one inlaid; a litter;
a gilded wooden canopy holder; an armchair with inlays depicting Horus and the
goddess Neith; a wooden sedan chair covered with gold leaf; alabaster vases;
containers of inlaid gilded wood; cups with gold spouts; a wooden box covered
with gold foil; numerous jewelry containers; sheet silver decorated with
quadruple butterflies inlaid with semi–precious stones; ebony chests. By then
the women had finished their work; all of us arranged the smaller items on the
litter and sedan chair.


“You thieves carried this here,” Ankhu announced. “You’ll
carry it back to the tomb.”


There were now fewer robbers than there had been an
hour ago. So we lashed all the smaller items we could onto donkeys. Then the
thieves took up their burdens, assisted by several guards, while Ankhu and I marched
behind them, lances at the ready, and Kauit with her bow. We moved slowly
towards the pyramids, the others fanned out in a long line to either side of
the robbers, all of us carefully scanning the ground for any sign of Hetepheres’
body, but we didn’t encounter it. We passed the Red Pyramid, then covered the
final mile to the Bent Pyramid. Hetepheres’ tomb was near its base.


The entrance gaped open, the mud seals that had
secured its doors shattered and scattered on the ground. I relit torches and
several bowls of oil with linen wicks the tomb robbers had left behind. I ordered
the guards to bind the prisoners and watch them. The rest of us entered the
tomb, following its short downward–slanting passageway, Kauit and Maghrab and Maetkra
holding torches aloft.


The tomb was a shambles.


The lid of Hetepheres’ now–empty rectangular alabaster
sarcophagus lay on the ground. The sarcophagus was spectacular, decorated with
sheets of gold inlaid with faience. The white linen pall that had covered it
when it was originally carried into the tomb lay on the ground where the
robbers had carelessly tossed it, along with pieces of linen that had covered individual
grave goods. The ends of three linen tapes that had secured the pall over the
sarcophagus lay trapped under the heavy stone. A few wisps of burnt straw were
scattered on the floor, probably remnants of the burial day. Next to the
sarcophagus, on a small table, rested twelve loaves of bread, the right foreleg
of a cow, and a jug of beer to nourish Heterpheres’ in the Afterlife. The tomb
was jumbled with items that had either been too heavy or bulky for the thieves
to remove – a bed with a canopy, covered with gold and inlaid; a low
gold–covered and inlaid bed with a frame and headboard and lions’ feet – or
that they’d considered inconsequential.


“That alabaster cabinet holds Grandmother’s internal
organs,” Ankhu informed us, pointing to a shadowed corner. “Before her, they
were left in the body during mummification, but no longer.”


“Restoring this tomb is going to us take all night,” Senu
sighed.


I went to the entrance and summoned two guards. They
and Senu and I wrestled the lid back onto the sarcophagus. No sense leaving it
open; I had little hope we’d ever recover Heterpheres’ body. We were drenched
with sweat when we finished. The lid had been deceptively heavy. The tomb was
practically airless and stifling.


“You guards bring in the poles next,” Ankhu directed. “Ahmes,
you and I will re–erect the canopy over the sarcophagus. Kauit, Maetkra,
Maghrab, Senu – straighten out this mess as best you can, then carry in
whatever’s not too heavy from outside.”


For the next few hours we labored both quickly and
carefully, passing constantly in and out of the tomb, retrieving and placing
the grave goods where Ankhu directed. I helped Kauit lug in a chair; I pointed
out the crossed arrows and shield of Neith on its back. “Another sign Neith
should be your personal goddess, My Lady. First the traitors, now the robbers.”


“They were calling you ‘the goddess Neith come to life’
at Tjeni and Abdju,” Maetkra reported.


Kauit laughed. “Just imagine. Me, both barbarian and a
goddess of your land.”


We finished setting everything as much to rights as
was possible just as the eastern sky began to turn rose and then gold. Ankhu
was the last to leave the tomb, walking backwards and carefully brushing our
footsteps away with a handful of straw. I stood outside the entrance and filled
my lungs with cool night air. The tomb had been stuffy and hot and drops of
sweat were falling from my fingertips onto the sand. Everyone else was in the
same condition. The women’s skirts adhered wetly to their legs and they were
filthy. They sat together to one side of the entrance, catching their breaths. Maghrab
was stretched out on her back staring up at the stars. I ordered several guards
to mix together water and dirt in a small container to make a batch of clay. Then
Ankhu and I pushed the tomb’s wooden doors shut and guards applied the clay to
the seam between them. Ankhu pressed his ring into the clay to signal the tomb
was officially sealed once again.


“No one is to tell Father his mother’s body is
missing,” Ankhu ordered us firmly. “Do you all understand?”


Everyone nodded.


Leaving three guards behind to protect the violated
tomb, Ankhu and Senu and the women remounted their donkeys and, with the
remaining guards prodding the thieves, headed back towards our camp along the
river. I gave orders that the thieves be confined along with the traitors on
the guards’ vessel, in restraints. They were going to pay for their crime in Giza.


As for me, I remounted and headed back towards the
depression, slowly riding a zigzag pattern, carefully scanning the now–golden
desert, seeking some sign of Heterpheres. I doubted I’d find her; distant
jackals had been howling all night as we restored her tomb.


By the time I gave up my search and returned to the
river, camp had been disassembled and stowed aboard the boats and my companions
were fast asleep aboard the royal barque. I climbed onto the barque and told
the captain to set sail. I sank wearily into my accustomed chair in the
pavilion. I was exhausted, but for me there’d be no rest until we were safely
at Giza once more. As we moved into the channel Kemtet brought me a plate and a
jar of beer and I drained the jar without stopping. She brought me another,
then sat next to me. As I ate I filled her and Sakaherka in on our adventure.


 


 


***


 


 


The Praise of the Two
Lands slipped into the pyramid harbor late that afternoon. One by one,
my companions had rejoined me on deck during the day. Ankhu had spent hours rehearsing
in front of us exactly what he was going to tell the king about our expedition
and the night’s events, his initial tale subtly modified by Kauit and Maetkra
to make it as dramatic and compelling as possible. Maetkra was, after all, a
practiced storyteller. My guards had made sure Nebit kept his distance, though
Kemtet’s presence had probably been incentive enough for him to avoid us. The
harbor’s banks were crawling with impatient onlookers, from porters to
courtiers; news of our expedition’s imminent arrival had spread widely thanks
to the messenger I’d sent the day before. The royal barque drifted past scores
of boats bobbing at anchor and then slowed and moored at the royal quay. The
rest of the fleet’s boats docked at whatever vacant quay they could find. Those
of us in the royal party disembarked and arranged ourselves in a procession on
the narrow strip of land at the harbor’s edge, then headed for the king’s
nearby per’aa. My guards ungently goaded the various bound prisoners we’d
accumulated down the gangplank of their vessel and into line behind us. Every
one of them looked terrified. As they should. They were all marching to their
deaths.


Ankhu had changed into royal finery, and Kauit into a spectacular
dress Maetkra had made especially for our return. They strolled regally past
the warehouses lining the waterfront where cheering workers and overseers and
family members stood five deep. Nebit walked directly behind them, pompous as
always, dressed in his finery and best jewels, carrying his staff of office,
certain his treason hadn’t been discovered. Now that he was at Giza, I assumed
his backbone would return and he’d order his men to quietly and quickly get rid
of me. I smiled, knowing he’d never get the chance. I trailed him, along with some
of my guards, Ankhu’s fan bearers and sandal bearer, Sakaherka, his scribes,
Senu, Maghrab, Kemtet and Maetkra. Kemtet was carrying her daughter and Maetkra
my nephew; she’d had to practically pry him away from Sakaherka. Behind us came
porters bearing chests crammed with gifts for the king from places we’d visited
along the river. Last marched the traitors and the tomb robbers and Ankhwa,
hands bound behind them, guards prodding them with lances at the slightest
excuse to keep them moving. Harwa was still aboard the supply boat, under
guard, being kept out of Nebit’s sight. I’d arranged for him to join us in the
king’s audience hall at an appropriate time.


We entered the per’aa and walked down long decorated
corridors to the door of the king’s audience hall. I’d accompanied Sitba to
several banquets there after returning from the barbarian expedition; the room
fascinated me, with its spectacular images and brilliant colors. The decoration
inside Kay’s house in the delta was poor in comparison, though I’d thought it fabulous
once.


A herald bowed low to Ankhu, then strode through the door
and cried in a loud voice: “Ankhu, King’s Son of His Body, Chief of the
Expedition to Abdju. Kauit, Daughter of the Shasu Chieftain.”


Ankhu and Kauit entered the packed audience hall side
by side, followed at a discrete distance by the rest of us. Ankhu carried the
symbols of his authority in his hand and moved with a forceful dignity that was
somehow enhanced by the splendor of the hall. The roof was supported by a
forest of magnificently etched and painted columns. Beams of sunlight
illuminated the hall through clerestory windows. The crowd parted just enough
for us to move from the rear to the front. I’d never seen so many courtiers and
dignitaries and priests and officials and their women gathered in one place
before. I took note of the dresses adorning the court’s women for the very first
time. I’d never really paid attention to women’s garments until Maetkra began sewing
for Kauit on our trip. The dresses of local women worn at the banquets I’d
attended with Ankhu on our journey had been primitive and lackluster. But I
recognized Maetkra’s touch in this hall. I remembered her telling me several dozen
of the king’s daughters and granddaughters had commissioned dresses of her when
she was married to Kay. Royal seamstresses had obviously copied those same designs
for other women. That struck me – the dresses in this hall were copies. No
seamstress in the royal household apparently had the imagination or ability to
design an original dress. All were content to follow Maetkra’s lead, the same
way craftsmen like Senu followed conventions established in the time of Horus
Narmer. All the dresses were of fine linen, most bleached nearly pure white,
extremely thin and pleated. They varied only in color and decoration – some had
been dyed red, blue or yellow, some were embroidered, others painted, some
bedecked with colored beads. I assumed the linen had come from the royal workshop
Maetkra established when she’d been Kay’s wife. She’d told me about it early
one morning as I was eating the meal she’d prepared for me beside my fire when
everyone else in camp except my guards was still asleep. The dresses were close–fitting,
fell from ribs to ankles, held up by straps that partially covered the women’s chests.
I picked out a few dresses I was certain Maetkra had personally designed for
the women wearing them; they seemed to enhance their bodies, not simply be fine
garments that weren’t quite properly fitted.


In contrast to the courtiers, the serving girls were
dressed in simple skirts. Nearly every woman was wearing a wig or false braids
and a plethora of jewels. Their perfume lent a rich and pleasing scent to the
hall. Most were barefoot; only a few wore sandals of woven plant fibers or fine
leather.


Kauit was a vision in Maetkra’s latest creation, a
dress similar to the one she’d worn at Abdju – pleated, opaque, knotted below
her left breast, except this dress was a pale yellow that matched her hair.
Faience beads sewn on the hem clicked pleasingly as she walked. I heard
wondering and envious comments as Kauit passed through the midst of the crowd beside
Ankhu, regal, head held high – Kauit had left the per’aa a shabby barbarian
three months ago and had returned more self assured and dressed more elegantly than
any woman in the hall. I was extremely proud of her.


I couldn’t help hearing whispers about me. I’d drawn
stares my entire life due to my height, but the calculating female eyes being turned
upon me now reminded me of vultures gathering, ready to fasten their talons.
Likely they expected me to be granted honors of some kind by the king and they
wished to share in them by getting close to me. I almost had to laugh. Would
they be looking at me the same way if they knew I’d be herding donkeys across
the desert again a week from now?


Ankhu and Kauit reached the open area at the front of
the audience hall and the rest of us halted several paces to their rear. I stood
next to Maetkra and Senu and Maghrab. Sakaherka and his scribes arranged
themselves to my left. Several empty thrones were directly in front of us, atop
a raised dais. More chairs were to either side of the dais, at ground level.
The throne in the center, obviously the king’s, was covered with gold leaf and images
of the gods and of the king smiting his enemies with a mace. Both sides of the
throne were decorated in gold with the sedge of the south and the bee of the
north. The legs and arms were inlaid with papyrus and lotus designs studded
with semiprecious stones. A footstool before the throne was decorated with a
scene of the king crushing his enemies, and nine bows.


The walls on both sides of the hall were lined with servants
holding aloft long wooden standards topped with banners decorated with a
variety of symbols, ensigns of various regions of the delta and upper valley. I
picked out the flat land with grains of sand that represented Abu at the
cataract, the scepter decorated with a fillet and feather of Waset, the two
falcons of Koptos, the sistrum of Hiw, the wig attached to a pole representing
both Tjeni and Abdju, the mountain with the horned viper of Shut, the sycamore
and viper and three water pots in a rack of Assuit, the desert hare of Khmun,
the leg and foot flanked by two scepters bearing the image of an animal of
Permedjed, the knife sharpener of Itjtawy. Those were all from the upper valley.
The rest were from the delta – the wall and mace of Ineb–hedj, the foreleg of
an ox representing Ausim, the falcon and feather of Imu, the sacred ibis of
Ashmunein.


One of the scribes standing in the midst of the king’s
officials looked very familiar. Niptah. He’d served Kay on his estate. According
to Maetkra, Kay had dictated his last instructions to him. According to Maetkra,
Niptah and Nebit had conspired to ignore them. That meant Niptah was as responsible
for what Maetkra had gone through these past years, and Kemtet, as Nebit. No
doubt, elevation from minor scribe on a non–royal estate to the king’s court
was Niptah’s reward from Nebit for his collusion – or the price of his silence.
Niptah was richly dressed and looked extremely prosperous. He caught sight of me
looking at him, then spotted Maetkra. Almost in a panic, he bolted from the
hall. I vowed I’d deal with him before the day was over.


Suddenly a young woman broke from another part of the
crowd and flew across the hall to Senu’s side and embraced him like she’d never
let him go. His brand new wife, the king’s dancer Satamun. I’d been standing
next to him when they met for the first time at the banquet honoring Ankhu
after the barbarian expedition. She was almost his height, beautiful, slender,
her hair elaborately braided in thin rows. Her dress was nearly sheer.


Senu held her close and kissed her for a long moment.
He released her. “This is Satamun, my wife,” he told our group. “Satamun, this
is Maetkra, my milk–sister. We encountered her on our trip. You know Ahmes, of
course. You’ve seen Maghrab, the lady Kauit’s handmaid, translating for her at
banquets.”


“I have,” Satamun said.


“That’s Sakaherka, our expedition’s chief scribe, and
next to him is Kemtet, Ahmes’ sister.”


They nodded to her.


“Welcome to the per’aa, everyone.”


There was a sudden fanfare of copper and silver trumpets,
their flaring bells edged with gold and engraved to represent stylized lotus
blossoms. As the last notes died the herald cried: “Khnum–Khufu, King of the Black
 Land and Red, Ruler of the Delta and Upper Valley, Master of Sedge and Bee,
Medjedu Horus.”


Khufu entered the hall from a door behind the dais and
mounted it and stood in front of his throne. His shendyt was pure bright white
linen and his sandals were leather and his pectoral solid gold. He wore the
double crown and carried a crook and flail, symbols of his authority over the valley.
Everyone in the hall fell to a knee and lowered their eyes. Beside me Maetkra
touched her talisman with her fingertips and whispered the old prayer: “Horus: his eyes the sun and the moon; the tips of his
wings touch the edges of the world.” Fitting, for Khufu was the living
god, Horus in the per’aa. At the command of the king I rose along with everyone
else. 


Khufu surveyed the hall regally, then sat. His fan
bearer stepped behind him and began to cool him. The fan had a long ebony shaft
with a solid gold lotus flower at the top into which pure white ostrich
feathers had been fastened. The bearer of the royal sandals took his place
slightly behind the fan bearer.


“Meryetyotes. Great of Scepter. Companion of Horus.
King’s Great Wife,” cried the herald. She took the throne to Khufu’s right. She
wore a golden vulture headdress over her wig. She was beautiful.


“Henutsen. King’s Wife.” She took the throne to Khufu’s
left. Ankhu’s mother. She smiled proudly at him.


“Kawab, Eldest King’s Son of his Body,” announced the
herald.


I’d encountered him many times in Kay’s company in Akhet
Khufu, as well as the next man who came forward. “Hemiun. Chief justice.
Vizier. Supervisor of the Pyramid.” He seated himself next to Kawab in the row
of chairs next to the dais.


One after another the herald announced the king’s sons:
Khufukhaf, my best hope to escape spending the rest of my life driving donkeys
across the Eastern Desert; Djedfre, Hordjedef, Minkhaf, Babaef, Bauefre,
Horbaef, and Khafre. They were followed by the king’s daughters Meresankh, the
third of her name, and Meryetyotes, the second.


“The king has many more daughters, both royal and
illegitimate,” Satamun whispered, leaning close to Maetkra. “Some are
scandalized by Ankhu’s proposed marriage to Kauit and are boycotting this
assembly. The man next to Meryetyotes is her husband, Akhethotep, overseer of
this per’aa.” Satamun pointed to a man in a kilt and short, densely–worked wig
as more lower–ranking officials filed in. “He’s the chief dental physician and
a royal scribe.”


I spotted Wepemnefert, overseer of royal scribes, and
Kanufer, director of bowmen. I wondered if either, or both, had been behind or involved
in the conspiracy we’d subverted. They’d supplied some of the key men who’d
proven to be incompetent on both expeditions.


“The dwarf is Seneb,” Satamun said, “supervisor of the
royal wardrobe. He owns many cattle. His wife is over there – Senitites. She’s
a lady–in–waiting and a priestess of Hathor and Neith. Next to him is Sennefer,
deputy overseer of the per’aa. Filing in behind him are the overseers of the
treasury and granaries and cattle. And, of course, the chief priests from the Temple
 of Ptah at Ineb–hedj and the Temple of Re at Iunu.”


Meryptah and Iryiry. I recognized them from the
meetings during which the expeditions had been launched, though I doubted they’d
remember me.


“The king’s daughter, Sitba,” the herald announced.


She entered the hall, stood magnificently for a moment
surveying the crowd, then slipped into the last empty chair. She was undeniably
the most beautiful woman in the room and she knew it – slender, curvaceous, legs
long, neck elegant, skin fair, eyes dark and mysterious, lips full, long curly
hair lustrous. Her dress was sheer and revealing. She wore a golden diadem on
her brow, and many bracelets and rings and a jeweled collar with multiple rows
of gold beads between which dangled pendants of blue–green turquoise and
carnelian representing life, stability and dominion. She settled herself and then
she looked directly at me and smiled, her teeth white and even, cheeks dimpled.
She hadn’t forgotten me. I bowed to her. I wondered if she ever thought about
the banquets we’d attended after the barbarian expedition, our talk in the
garden that Kauit and Maghrab had interrupted. I certainly had. At least until
I’d encountered Maetkra. I glanced at Maetkra out of the corner of my eye. If
she wanted to be with me I would have wiped Sitba from my thoughts weeks ago. I
loved Maetkra. But she didn’t reciprocate anymore for reasons she wouldn’t
explain. What was I to do? Pursue her like so many other men had, hoping she’d
eventually change her mind? If she hadn’t by now, after we’d spent so much time
together on the expedition, why would she in the future? What could I offer her
anyway? I was likely going to return to my position driving herds of donkeys
across the Eastern Desert. She was the beautiful widow of an important
courtier, a woman I’d vowed to restore to her estate, and assuming I was able
to, being wealthy, she’d probably have her pick of the men in this room if she
wanted to marry again. I shifted my attention to Sitba. Yes, I’d soon be
driving herds of donkeys unless the two of us married and I gained a position
at court through her influence. The idea was farfetched; only King Khufu could
approve such a marriage, and I was much too minor an official for him to even
consider. Except – I had saved this expedition, just as I’d saved Ankhu’s first.
Perhaps Ankhu would give me enough credit this time, as he’d promised, for
Khufu to consider me a man of value. Then maybe he’d actually give me Sitba to
wife, and a position suitable for the husband of his favorite daughter. Setting
whether I cared for Sitba or not aside, marrying her would have other benefits.
I’d be out from under Nebit, though that was going to take care of itself soon.
I glanced at him. He was looking condescending and self–important, as always.
Little did he know he’d be in chains or worse within the hour, cast down from
his lofty position. I turned my attention back to Sitba. If we married my
future wouldn’t be dependent on an association with Ankhu, either, whose future
role was uncertain. Nor on a man like Kay, who’d treated me like a son and then
set me aside out of jealousy, even though I actually was his son. Kay had married
his first wife so his father could forge a valley–wide delivery network – was
my marrying a woman for a similar reason such a terrible thing for me to do? No
ambitious man or woman in the king’s household would take me to task for it.
Besides, Sitba was undeniably a great catch. She actually wanted to be with me,
or had before I left for Abdju. I supposed I could learn to love her in time. I
had no idea if she even really cared for me or if I was simply some kind of
prize to her. The word “love” had never escaped her lips. I would have doubted
her if it had. We’d spent so little time together.


With difficulty, I tore my gaze from Sitba. I still
had business to attend to. I turned my attention completely to the royal family
and the officials in the hall, searching for some whispered comment to a
neighbor or expression on a face that would give away involvement in the sabotage
of Ankhu’s expedition. No one stood out. Not Kawab – he was already heir to his
father’s throne. I doubted any of Ankhu’s higher–ranking brothers were traitors,
for all held excellent posts and couldn’t possibly be jealous of him. More
likely it was one of the high–ranking courtiers who held out hope of gaining
honors from whichever younger son might someday rule instead of Kawab, should
he die. But which one? The choices were almost too many to contemplate.


The king’s sandal bearer raised his arms and the hall
quieted.


King Khufu addressed Ankhu. “Welcome home, My Son.”


“Life, prosperity, health, Father,” Ankhu replied
grandly, in a voice that carried through the room. “I’ve returned to Giza with
many gifts for you and good news of the valley. Your granaries are overflowing.
Your canals are in good repair and carry the abundant waters of the river into
your fields. Your people up and down the river are happy and your share of what
is due you is in order. And your statue now rests in the Temple of Khentymentiu
at Abdju, next to that of the god.”


Khufu beamed.


Ankhu gestured with his staff.


Heavily burdened porters began wading through the
crowd towards the front of the room.


“I bring gifts, Father, sent by the chiefs of regions
and overseers of villages and towns and estates I visited.”


For the next half hour porter after porter placed chests
and containers and boxes and large loose items on the bottom step of the dais,
and Ankhu revealed the contents of each in turn to the king as he contentedly gazed
at them – linen and golden objects and furniture and jewels and small statues
and jars of perfume and ointments and honey and the fruits of the land. Once
opened, porters carried the containers and objects from the dais and arranged them
along the base of one of the walls. They made an impressive display. King Khufu
expressed his pleasure with the evidence of the bounty of the valley.


After he revealed the last gift, Ankhu struck the butt
of his staff on the floor. Thirty men in a double line shuffled through the
door of the audience hall and through the midst of the courtiers towards the
dais, roped together at ankle and neck, prodded by my guards with their lances.
They were filthy, sweat–streaked, stinking, sullen, eyes downcast, a few
bandaged with darkly–stained strips of linen. Wondering murmurs traced their
progress from the back to the front of the hall. The guards ungently arranged
them in two lines facing the royals.


Ankhu stepped closer to the dais and drew himself up
to his full height. His eyes fairly flashed. “Father, when we were several days’
journey north of Abdju, an overseer enlisted by Chief of Tens Ahmes weeks
earlier warned us these traitors planned to ambush us at our camping place
along the river, steal the contents of the royal barque – including your statuette
– kill me, and take captive the women of my expedition.”


Exclamations and cries of indignation rang through the
hall.


Khufu’s face instantly contorted in anger. He clutched
his crook and flail so hard his knuckles turned white. He leaned forward on his
throne and glared at the men.


Ankhu raised a hand and waited for silence. “These
traitors outnumbered my guards almost three to one,” he continued, his voice
ringing. “But Ahmes devised a strategy, and with our small handful of
inexperienced guards and some hunters and servants and musicians we laid our
own trap for them and caught them by surprise. As you can see…” – he pointed
his staff over his shoulder towards them without looking – “we defeated the
traitors. We didn’t lose a single one of Your Majesty’s men in the fight.”


The crowd parted behind us and a final traitor joined
us, limping, his ribs heavily bandaged, supported on either side by a guard. Harwa,
the leader we’d so carefully kept out of sight. Nebit saw him and blanched. He’d
believed Maetkra’s claim that his men had murdered Harwa and we hadn’t known about
his duplicity. Now he knew differently. He started sidling towards the crowd,
hoping to melt into it and escape. Two of my men stopped him. One discretely
stuck the point of a copper knife into the small of Nebit’s back. I looked at
him and smiled.


A guard pushed Harwa forward into the line with his
men, next to Ankhu.


“This is the traitor’s leader, Harwa,” Ankhu cried. “It
was Kauit’s arrow that brought him down.”


Exclamations and cries of surprise in the hall. More
murmurs on all sides, and wondering looks.


Everyone’s eyes were focused on Kauit. She stepped to
Ankhu’s side, eyes shining, chin held high, proud.


Ankhu turned back towards Khufu.


“You let women fight your battles, Ankhu?” Kanufer,
director of the king’s bowmen, scoffed. He half twisted in his chair to look at
the king and the line of royal sons and daughters and laughed.


Mocking laughter swept through the courtiers.


I eyed Kanufer. The man who’d assigned Baka to command
inexperienced workmen masquerading as soldiers in the barbarian expedition. The
man who’d assigned inexperienced guards to the latest expedition. A man who
hadn’t supplied a healer to either. An adherent of Re, I recalled. A man with
reason to see both expeditions fail. A definite suspect.


“You think it’s funny I willingly risked my life on
behalf of my king, Kanufer?” Kauit snapped, her voice ringing, blazing eyes
locked on his. “My Lord, I’ve observed you walking the streets of Akhet Khufu accompanied
by more guards than you sent to protect the king’s expedition.”


The courtiers fell silent. I couldn’t tell whether it
was because a woman had dared confront Kanufer, or because everyone thought
Kauit unable to speak our language, or both.


Kauit turned and faced Khufu. “I didn’t think Giza was
such a dangerous place.”


Laughter instantly erupted from everyone in the hall.
Including the king.


Kanufer’s eyes narrowed in anger. His mouth moved but
no words came out.


“No woman has ever dared speak thus in this court,”
Satamun whispered to Maetkra in wonder.


“There’s much My Lady dares,” she whispered back.


Ankhu waited for the laughter to die out. “Father,
when Ahmes brought news of the ambush the traitors had prepared, I asked my
counselors and priest and boat captains their advice about what to do. Without
exception, they told me to turn tail and run home to Giza, leaving my mission
incomplete and your statuette undelivered. All – except Kauit.” He looked at
her with admiration. “She demanded we
attack. She demanded we do what you’d sent
us to Abdju to do. Kauit shamed my counselors into standing up like men to your
enemies.”


Khufu gazed at her thoughtfully.


“If not for the foresight of Chief Ahmes,” Kauit told
the king, speaking once again out of turn, “enlisting overseers throughout the
valley to watch for signs of treachery, and his utter brilliance in utilizing
every person at his disposal – including me, a woman – to defeat an enemy
nearly three times his size, your son’s expedition would have failed and the
blame for it would have rested squarely on those who failed to properly
provision it.”


“I didn’t set the size of the force sent with Ankhu,”
Kanufer blustered.


A lie.


“Someone did!” Kauit pressed. “And made sure the guards
were untested in battle.” She addressed King Khufu again. “Majesty, the men who
tried to sabotage your expedition reside within the walls of this per’aa!”


Cries of outrage rose from all directions. I saw the
suspicious glances with which nearly everyone looked at their neighbor. Nebit
shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.


“That person will be found,” Khufu hissed. “I will
have a name from these traitors. Kanufer, see to it.”


Kanufer lowered his eyes and bowed to the king. Then he
looked daggers at Kauit. I assumed a name would be forthcoming. I assumed it
wouldn’t be the correct one if left to him. Before Ankhu had the chance to
unmask Nebit, Vizier Hemiun addressed me, sharply.


“Chief Ahmes, why did you believe you needed to alert
overseers of potential treachery? It seems a strange thing to do without
advance knowledge of a plot. And if you knew, why didn’t you warn His Majesty
or me or any of his ranking officials before the expedition departed?” The
vizier leaned back in his chair and regarded me with probing eyes, sizing me
up.


Whatever goodwill I’d gained with Hemiun when I’d
served Kay or when I’d participated in the barbarian expedition had clearly evaporated.
Had Ankhu’s enemies poisoned him against me while I was gone as a failsafe in
case their plot was discovered? Was I fated to be served up by them as a
scapegoat, as I’d often feared, despite my heroics? I tensed. Hemiun had placed
me in an awkward position. I wouldn’t reveal Kauit’s role in stopping the
traitors. Many in this court would immediately accuse her, a barbarian, of
being part of the conspiracy too. I cared too much for her to place her life in
jeopardy. She’d suffered enough in my land. Better for me alone to bear
whatever punishment the king decided to mete out, no matter how harsh or final.


“My Lady Kauit heard rumors about a plot against the
expedition within the walls of this per’aa before we departed for Abdju,
Vizier,” Ankhu replied before I could answer. “No one thought she understood
our language. They spoke openly in front of her. Only, she understood quite
well.”


I heard gasps.


“Chief Ahmes took the necessary steps to ensure the
plot she’d uncovered wouldn’t succeed.” Ankhu’s eyes swept the line of
officials. “As for informing anyone of Kauit’s discovery, it was unclear who in
the per’aa we could trust with the information – and who we could not. I
thought it better to catch those responsible in the act.”


Khufu turned his gaze to Kauit and stroked his chin. “You
are full of surprises, My Lady. A warrior and a detective...” He smiled at her.
“About time we added some hot barbarian blood to my household.”


Kauit bent her head slightly. It was a coup to have
publicly earned the favor of King Khufu.


I assumed Ankhu believed, based on Khufu’s
pronouncement, that his father was indeed going to give Kauit to him as wife to
add her blood to his household. To the contrary, I expected Khufu had just laid
the groundwork with his courtiers for taking her as his concubine. Though Kauit
planned for him to do far more.


“Father, thanks to the lady Maetkra, widow of your
counselor Kay, I’ve already identified one of the conspiracy’s leaders,” Ankhu
announced grandly. He pointed his staff. “Nebit.”


As cries of disbelief rang through the hall my men
prodded him to the place between Harwa and Ankhu.


“One of my Greatest of Tens?” Khufu asked,
incredulous. “Are you certain?”


“Maetkra served as healer on my expedition, Father. I
charged her with keeping the traitor Harwa alive after the ambush, to face your
judgment. As you can see, he was badly wounded by Kauit’s arrow. Maetkra, and
Kauit’s handmaid Maghrab, discovered Nebit paying guards to murder Harwa. Harwa
confessed immediately afterwards to Maetkra that Nebit had paid him to ambush
me.”


“Is this true?” Khufu asked Harwa.


“Yes, Majesty,” he replied meekly.


“Maetkra and Ahmes spirited Harwa away for safekeeping.
Maetkra convinced Nebit that his henchmen had murdered the traitor. She cared
for Harwa the remainder of our journey. I imagine seeing Harwa alive today is
quite unnerving for Nebit. He thought he’d gotten away with treason.”


Laughter in the hall. Nebit was not well–liked.


“Kanufer, find out everything Nebit knows,” Khufu
said, tilting his crook. “Do not rest until you have names. Nebit, I strip you
of your estates and villages and boats and donkey herds and harbors and mines. They
now belong to me. Once you’ve revealed your accomplices in this plot you’ll be
burned alive and your ashes will be thrown into the river.”


“The eternal death,” Satamun whispered.


“No! Please, Majesty!” Nebit begged.


The king dismissed the traitors. “Take them from my
sight.” He stared haughtily at Nebit. “Especially that one.”


My men shoved them roughly from the hall.


Maetkra smiled triumphantly. Nebit had taken so much
from her, cost her years of her life, filled her with misery. He’d trouble her
no more.


Ankhu pounded his staff on the ground and two of my
guards forced Ankhwa through the crowd to the front of the room. His hands were
bound behind him, so tightly the circulation had been cut off. Dried blood
still crusted his broken nose and split lip. I’d ordered that he remain tied
and given no food or water from the time we’d departed Meidum until now.


Ankhwa took his place beside Ankhu, trembling, eyes
downcast.


“Father, the day Greatest of Tens Kay died, Nebit
kidnapped his widow, the lady Maetkra, and her handmaid, Kemtet, sister of
Chief of Tens Ahmes. Nebit sold Maetkra to her uncle, Pedubast, a farmer on an
estate beholden to Grandfather’s cult at Meidum. Pedubast gave Kemtet to this
man, Ankhwa, as wife.”


My sister was staring at Ankhwa, protectively
clutching their daughter, utter hatred in her eyes. With cause. She’d told me
at length on the royal barque how he’d mistreated her the years of her
marriage. Assuming the king sentenced him to death, I planned to request the
honor of carrying out the sentence. I’d make sure his death would be drawn out
and excruciating.


“Ahmes rescued Kemtet from him several days ago. She
told us this man, a priest of Grandfather’s funerary cult, had been stealing
offerings intended for Grandfather for many years. He and Pedubast were
bartering them for luxuries for themselves.”


“Is this true?” King Khufu asked Ankhwa angrily.


“Yes, Majesty.” He kept his eyes locked on the ground.


“Kanufer, find out from this priest who besides
Pedubast was involved in this theft. Round them all up. Execute them.”


“As you command, Majesty.”


The guards prodded Ankhwa from the room. I glanced at
Kemtet and smiled. Her relief was palpable.


As was Maetkra’s. Her uncle would pay for his
treatment of her. I’d ask to carry out his sentence too.


Ankhu struck his staff again and six more men entered
the audience hall and shuffled forward, also bound.


“More traitors?” Khufu asked.


“Far worse, Father,” Ankhu answered. “Yesterday
afternoon Kauit requested that we visit the pyramid of King Netjerykhet at Saqqara,
to bring him offerings of food and drink. This we did. Afterwards we discovered
these men on the desert, dividing up the contents of a tomb they’d just robbed.
The tomb of your mother, the King’s Great Wife Hetepheres.”


Khufu rose to his feet, his face first ashen, then red
with fury.


Cries rang out from every corner of the hall.


“They’d broken the seal and opened the door and carried
many of her grave goods several miles into the desert. We captured them there
after a brief fight. Kauit’s arrows brought down three of the robbers.”


Shouts and curses swept through the hall. Many of
these people had known Hetepheres.


“Where were the funerary priests?” Khufu roared. “They’re
well–paid to prevent such atrocities!”


“Asleep, Father,” Ankhu replied. “Except for one who aided
the thieves.” Dramatically, he drew the dagger from his belt and held it high
for all to see. It was smeared with dried blood. “I personally made sure he
paid with his life for what he’d done.”


Khufu turned to Meryptah, who’d gone pale. “See to the
priests at Dahshur immediately! Replace them all!”


“Majesty!”


“Father, we carried what had been stolen back to Grandmother’s
tomb and restored it to its proper condition. I resealed it and left men to
guard it permanently. It will not be violated again.”


Khufu nodded, then indicated the tomb robbers. “Take
them away at once!” he commanded. “Impale one on a wooden post at each
necropolis throughout the valley to warn any thief who would follow their
example. Impale them alive! Leave their bodies on those posts until they rot.”


The robbers pled fruitlessly for mercy. My guards dragged
them from the hall.


King Khufu resumed his throne, angry, twisting his
crook in his hands.


Ankhu motioned and the expedition’s scribes, with the
exception of Sakaherka, came forward, arms loaded with papyrus scrolls.


“These scrolls contain your report of the expedition?”
Khufu asked, still fuming. He motioned and several officials stepped forward to
receive them.


“No, Father, they don’t.”


Several porters moved to Ankhu’s side bearing a second
set.


“These are my report.”


“I do not understand.”


The rest of the king’s sons and court officials looked
equally confused. I saw panic on the faces of the expedition’s scribes.


Ankhu pointed his staff at them and raised his voice. “Father,
these scribes – when they weren’t getting drunk and chasing women – falsified
in these scrolls the share of the valley’s bounty due you.”


Two of the five fell to their knees, hands clasped
together.


“That’s preposterous!” cried Wepemnefert, the chief
royal scribe, their superior, rising from his seat and taking several steps
forward. “To what purpose?”


“To enrich themselves at the king’s expense by
siphoning off goods for themselves,” Ankhu charged. “Or enrich whoever they
were working for.”


It was clear to me who they were working for. All had
been proposed by Wepemnefert, an adherent of Re.


“You’re accusing men of high family and excellent
reputation,” Wepemnefert told Ankhu sternly. “How did you discover this alleged
crime?”


“Kauit became suspicious of these men even before our
journey started. As I said, they didn’t know she spoke our language and thus talked
freely in her presence.”


Khufu smiled bemusedly at Kauit and leaned back in his
chair.


“Kauit’s suspicions were relayed to the chief of the expedition’s
scribes, Sakaherka, after Chief Ahmes determined that he at least was
honest.” Ankhu motioned and Sakaherka moved to his side. “Sakaherka had
independently discovered that these scribes were not properly recording the
inventories taken in the towns and villages and estates where we stopped, so he’d
been making a second copy of each day’s work – he told the scribes it was in
case of an accident. In actuality, each evening he was making a true record of everything
due you, Father.” Ankhu addressed Wepemnefert mincingly. “Your Excellency is
welcome to examine both the originals and Sakaherka’s version. You’ll see one
set is far understated.”


“Do so,” Khufu commanded Wepemnefert. “And if what
Ankhu says is true – and I do not doubt my son – discover who these scribes
were working for, then cut off their hands and put out their eyes.”


“No!” one screamed. A second fainted. Guards roughly
yanked them all to their feet and prodded them from the hall at the point of
lances.


Khufu scanned the hall. “Do you have more surprises
for me, My Son? Is my entire valley filled with scoundrels?”


“I believe we’ve discovered them all, Father,” Ankhu
replied, then laughed. Assisted by Sakaherka, he summarized in some detail the
status of the valley from Giza south to Abdju.


When Ankhu finished Khufu nodded at an attendant, who carried
to him collars of solid gold lying on a cushion. I caught my breath at their
brilliance. Each was worth enough to feed a family for a decade.


“Ankhu, Chief of Tens Ahmes, Chief of Scribes Sakaherka,
step forward,” the king commanded. “And you, Kauit.”


“Father,” Ankhu interrupted, “if there are to be
awards, there is one more to be made. The Lady Maetkra, in addition to identifying
Nebit as a traitor, discovered Grandmother’s grave had been robbed and led us
to the thieves. She also cared for my wounded men after we defeated the
traitors. Thanks to her, they all survived.”


“Come forward, then, Maetkra,” King Khufu said.


She handed Kemtet’s son to Satamun and joined us. I
could tell she was shocked at having been called forward. I smiled at her. We knelt
at the foot of the dais. The king descended from the top step and placed a
collar over each of our heads.


“Stand.”


We did, the gold shining on our chests. Maetkra’s clinked
against her talisman, mine against my flies of valor.


Khufu addressed Ankhu. “My Son, many of my advisors
thought I’d given you too much authority too soon when I made you Chief of the
Expedition. They were wrong. I am well pleased with what you’ve accomplished.”


“Majesty.” Ankhu bowed low.


Together, we turned to receive the adulation of the
court.
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Ankhu’s triumphant arrival ceremony in the king’s
audience hall finally ended. I doubted anyone in the room had ever witnessed a
return from such a momentous expedition – traitors defeated, tomb robbers
caught, cheating scribes and thieving priest and conniving courtier brought to
account. How different this day would have turned out if Ankhu had failed to
deliver the statuette to Abdju. The king would have sent him into exile and
made Ahmes the scapegoat and punished him. I was thrilled I’d played a small
part in the expedition’s success. And shocked I’d been so richly rewarded,
thanks to Ankhu.


The king exited the audience hall along with his
wives. Courtiers and members of his household and officials swarmed Ankhu and
Kauit. I caught snatches of conversations about treason and desecration and theft
and conspiracy.


“You’ll stay with Senu and me in the workers’ village
for now, of course,” Satamun told me, extricating me from the throng and
linking her arm in mine and pulling me from the audience hall. “Khenut and Hat
will be very pleased to see you.”


I glanced over my shoulder as I passed through the
outer door. The last sight I had was of Sitba standing close to Ahmes, tracing his
newest scar with her fingers. She hadn’t wasted a moment staking her claim to
him publicly. I felt as if my heart had been ripped from my chest. The
inevitable moment I’d lose him forever had arrived. I tried to thrust my misery
aside and be happy for him. All Ahmes had to do now was turn her interest in
him to his advantage and he’d assure his future. He deserved a post in the per’aa,
not a job leading donkeys across the desert. I’d been pushing Ahmes away ever
since we’d reunited. I’d told him to be with Sitba, over and over. He was
finally taking my advice. Whatever claim I’d had on his heart was gone. For all
I knew I’d never see him again. Which was as it should be. I’d survived Kemtet’s
rescue and passing through the region of uncle’s farm without being detected by
those who’d execute me. But I was living on borrowed time now. Someday someone
who knew me would come to Giza and that would be the end. Hundreds of farmers
from Uncle’s stretch of the valley worked on the pyramid during the inundation.
Detection was inevitable. So, as soon as I performed my final service for Kauit
I’d be off, headed as far from Giza as I could get. I couldn’t risk going south
again. That would be tempting fate one time too many. So Retenu or one of the
oases in the western desert were my only possible destinations.


Satamun chattered the whole way to the workers’ village,
mostly to Senu. She was ecstatic he’d returned. I followed beside them
automatically, lost in thought. It felt strange being back at Giza, seeing the
familiar stretch of river, the harbor, the quarries, the unfinished temples,
the pyramid much higher now against the western horizon, the piles of stone,
the bustle and shouts of porters and scribes and common workmen. I’d never
expected to see this place again. I couldn’t help be reminded of Papa, recall
everything that had happened to me since the day he and Kay died and Userbat
and Ak spirited me away. How drastically my life had changed. I had no idea
what now lay in store for me.


Senu turned down a familiar lane and opened a
courtyard gate I knew so well. One of the inner walls was brightly decorated.


“Marvelous, Senu!” I exclaimed admiringly.


“He painted that before he left on the expedition,”
Satamun said proudly. “Wait until you see the inside of the house.”


We crossed the courtyard. The reed mat was rolled up
and tied over the doorway. We stepped through it. The inner walls had been
whitewashed. Every surface was brilliant with colorful scenes of life along the
river, more of Senu’s work. There was one of Khenut sewing, and another of her
at the riverside market.


She rose from her chair, startled.


“Khenut!” I screamed, practically leaping into her
outstretched arms. Through my tears I saw Hat, as shocked as his wife by my
unexpected appearance. And Senu’s.


Our reunion was joyous and tearful and for an hour I
sat at Khenut’s feet, telling her almost everything that had happened to me
since Papa’s death so many years ago. A porter arrived at nightfall with all of
Senu’s and my belongings from the expedition, though mine consisted of a single
chest containing my clothes and sewing supplies. While Senu organized his
drawings I climbed to the roof and arranged my chest in a corner. I didn’t mind
sleeping under the stars; it would be cooler than inside the house.


Khenut called us to dinner. We ate seated on a reed
mat on the floor, in a circle around a plethora of bowls and platters and jars.
I’d rarely been part of such a joyful meal. It rivaled those I’d eaten at
celebrations on the expedition – wild fowl, fish, lettuce, onions, garlic,
pumpkins, tubers, grapes, figs, dates, dom palm nuts, all washed down with
wine. Khenut had emptied her stores of the best the king had provided her to
celebrate Senu’s and my return. As we ate Senu and I told Satamun and Khenut
and Hat about the expedition, often both of us talking at once – the places we’d
visited, the ambush near Abdju, ferreting out the scribes, the incident with
the grave robbers, rescuing Kemtet, deceiving Nebit and everything else we’d
done. Senu showed his drawings and rough sketches so his family could visualize
our journey. I noted Satamun kept hold of one of Senu’s hands and hardly
stopped looking at him and smiling all evening. She appeared very much in love.
They wasted little time before seeking their bed.


But I couldn’t sleep when I sought my pallet. I stood
beside the low wall on the roof, gazing at the house next door where Papa and I
had lived. I’d come so far since I’d left that house, gone through such
difficult times, seen so much of the valley, risen high, given birth twice,
fallen. Now, for the first time since regaining my freedom, I was parted from
Ahmes. I might never see him again, and even if I did he was lost to me. Sitba
had claimed him this afternoon. I looked towards the pyramid. I realized I’d
never see it completed. I’d be long gone from Giza by then.


The next morning a messenger from Kauit summoned me to
the per’aa.


She was waiting in a light airy room beside a wide
tall window overlooking a vast garden and pool. The walls were brightly
decorated with Senu’s paintings of Ankhu hunting along the river and leading
his men in battle in the desert. Kauit was seated before a low table. Its
surface was littered with decorated combs and spoons, and cosmetic vessels of
alabaster and wood and faience and glass in every shape imaginable. Its back
panel was checkered blue and white. One vessel in particular caught my eye,
delicate, shiny, made of jet–black obsidian, tapering from its top to near its
bottom, then flaring wider for stability, edged with gold on rim and base. In
the center of the table was a wooden cosmetic box, decorated with rectangles
and triangles and red lotus blossoms.


Maghrab was applying moringa oil to Kauit’s cheeks
while one of several serving girls held a bronze mirror before her. I noticed
containers of kohl and sesame oil and festive fragrance and Retunian balsam and
cedar oil, among the finest unguents available in our land. I caught the odor
of almond and castor and olive oil, each scented with herbs and flowers for use
as perfume. Ribbons, floral garlands, and elegant pins for Kauit’s hair were
scattered on another table next to a beautiful makeup holder carved from ivory
in the shape of a fish. On a third table incense rose from a duck–shaped bowl
held by the extended arms of a naked female swimmer.


I bowed and Kauit rose and moved across the room and
raised me up and embraced me. At a nod from Kauit, Maghrab dismissed the
serving girls. Then the three of us moved to a mud–brick bench next to the open
window. Birds trilled outside in the greenery.


“The king gave me all of this yesterday,” Kauit said,
in wonder.


“You’ve won him over.”


“I never imagined a place such as this,” Kauit sighed,
gazing contentedly at the garden overflowing with fragrant flowers and shaded
by palms. The pool shone in the sun and reflected the surrounding trees. “I
even have a bathroom with a shower and a huge mirror.”


“And I imagined it all the time when I was living in
the workers’ village,” I said. “Only I never expected it to be as wonderful as
this.”


A serving girl returned bearing cups of wine. She set
them on a small table and departed.


“My Lady, you were superb in the audience hall
yesterday.”


“What woman in this entire land has accomplished
anything remotely as important as me?”


“None, My Lady. But if you hadn’t earned Ankhu’s
respect and admiration the night you forced him to launch the attack on the
traitors...”


“It wouldn’t have mattered.”


“It couldn’t have been easy for him to share his glory
with you and give you proper credit for shaming his advisors and defeating traitors
and apprehending grave robbers and scribes before the king and his household,
especially knowing you don’t love him. But he did. I count that in his favor.
He’s a better man now than he was when he first met you. You’ve influenced him,
shaped him. Because of what Ankhu said about you in the audience hall everyone
at court knows your true worth now.”


Kauit smiled. “Ankhu and I talked with Khufu in his
room most of last night. We told him in explicit detail everything that
happened during the expedition, beginning with the conversation I overheard in
the garden. Ankhu was even more honest with his father in private than he’d
been in the audience hall. He gave full credit to everyone who deserved it for what
we accomplished, you included. Khufu now understands exactly what I did to
bring his enemies to account. He knows how truly formidable I am. I believe
what I did on the expedition convinced him I’m not just a barbarian, but the
best of both my land and his.”


“Will he make you his wife, do you think?”


“He’s not ready to make that leap yet, Maetkra. The
very idea of fully embracing a barbarian is foreign to him. As it is to
everyone in this land. Deep down, I think Khufu’s afraid how his people will
react if he takes me as wife, living god or not. I think to win Khufu I have to
win his courtiers too.”


I almost laughed out loud, for sheer joy. That’s easy. It’s what the falcon god has arranged my
life to do for you. Time for me to fulfill
my destiny. “My Lady, do you remember the day we met? You asked me to
make you a dress like the women attending Ankhu’s banquets were wearing.”


“I remember,” Maghrab interjected. “You said Kauit
shouldn’t be like the rest of the women in the valley. You said she should set
the style.”


Kauit nodded.


Set the style indeed! There was going to be a banquet
in the king’s audience hall in a week to honor Ankhu and the rest of us. The
falcon god had shown me Kauit entering that hall when I was a young girl. He’d
even shown me the dress I was going to make for her to wear. A dress that wasn’t
a dress. A net of beads. A garment bold and barbaric and outrageous. One
guaranteed to win king and courtiers alike.


“My Lady, I’m going to make you a dress for the
upcoming banquet unlike any ever seen before in this valley,” I said excitedly.
“It’ll dispel the last lingering doubts you belong in the king’s household. Your
dress will be so bold, so spellbinding – so daring – that the court’s women
will want to copy it but will fear to. That you’re a barbarian will no longer
matter to them – or their husbands – or the king.”


“You’ve never failed me yet, Maetkra. I trust you
completely. My fate is in your hands.” She leaned over and embraced me.


Maghrab looked at me knowingly. She knew about my
dream and what it promised. “Create the dress here in the per’aa, in my room,” she
offered. “It’s right next door.”


The three of us rose from the bench. Kauit swept her
hand around the room. “I have this and may win the king at least in part thanks
to you, Maetkra. If you hadn’t taught me so well I’d still be an ignorant
barbarian of no use to anyone.”


“No, My Lady,” I disagreed. “What I taught you about
the valley you could’ve learned from anyone. But your fierceness, your spirit,
your boldness, your clarity of vision… those are what set you apart. No woman
in this land can match your ambition and ability.”


An hour later I headed for the workshops of Akhet
Khufu, directly to the bead maker. The shop was similar to Nefertheith’s, open
on one end, the work area shaded by reed mats. A man inside the courtyard was
using a single bow to power three drills at once, making holes in colorful
faience beads. A large container next to him was more than half full.
Apprentices were taking beads from the container and stringing them onto
necklaces and broad collars. A few men were working on items with elaborate
designs, mixing beads of turquoise and carnelian and gold and semi–precious
stones. They were obviously no longer apprentices.


I located the master, seated at the back of the
workshop, half asleep.


“I need every one of your blue faience beads, and
carnelian, and gold,” I told him. “I’ve been sent by Kauit, daughter of the
Shasu chieftain.”


“I recognize you, My Lady,” the master said, smiling. “I
was in the audience hall when the king’s son returned from his expedition. You
played a role in that, didn’t you?” He gazed at my neck. “A collar of gold!”


I still wore it, along with my talisman. “I did. But
Kauit played one much more important and earned the favor of the king. You can
earn her favor by supplying these beads. I assure you, you’ll be well
compensated by the king’s household.”


The master clapped his hands. “Give My Lady whatever
she needs,” he ordered.


I hurried back to the per’aa an hour later, heavily
burdened with leather pouches filled with more than seven thousand beads. I
shut myself away in Maghrab’s room and got to work.


I labored until the very day of the banquet, sleeping
little, barely pausing to gulp down a few bites of the food Maghrab brought me.
I swore her to secrecy again and explained what I was going to do. Her eyes
opened wide and she promised to keep everyone away. I began by stringing blue
beads on a strand of thick thread made of gold, then attached it horizontally
just below breast–level on a mannequin sized exactly like Kauit, tying the ends
together in back. I tied a similar strand just above ankle height. Then I created
a fisherman’s net of gold thread, each strand of the net attached to those at
the top and bottom of the mannequin, every strand slicing diagonally across the
mannequin in the opposite direction of the previous strand, creating an “x” pattern.
I strung every inch of every thread with beads. It was extremely time consuming.
But ever so slowly the dress took shape, just as I’d envisioned it in my dream.
I paused regularly and stepped back to ensure the pattern was holding up. When
the net was complete I attached a horizontal strand of beads a little below the
mannequin’s collarbone, then duplicated the net pattern between it and the body
of the dress. Finally, I added vertical beaded straps. Everything in place, I
took a few steps back from the mannequin and scrutinized my work. I’d finished
just in time. The banquet was only hours away.


 Kauit’s serving girls were helping her from her bath
when I brought the dress to her room, wrapped in a length of linen. I carefully
unwrapped it and showed it to her.


Her eyes sparkled with delight. “You’ve done exactly
what you’ve promised, Maetkra! No one will expect this!”


Kauit raised her arms and I slipped the dress over her
head and carefully adjusted it. Kauit twirled once, then moved around the room.
The beads made a pleasant clicking sound as she walked, clinging to every curve
and indentation of her body yet shifting constantly to be both revealing and
obscuring at the same time.


“This is so much better than I expected!” Kauit
beamed, gazing into a mirror held by Maghrab. The mirror was of polished silver
with a handle of gold and obsidian and faience and semi–precious stones. The
face of Hathor in solid gold was at the top of the handle. “It’s so different
from all the other amazing dresses you’ve made for me.” Kauit bent and lifted
the hem of beads and inspected it, revealing her long legs. She looked at me. “Where
have you hidden the magic spell, Maetkra?”


“My Lady, you haven’t needed a magic spell for a very
long time. I don’t believe you ever did.”


Kauit smiled. Then she sat at her ebony–framed
alabaster table and Maghrab and the girls went to work, lining her eyes with kohl,
applying cosmetics and perfume, combing her long golden hair. As they did I
looked through a magnificent ebony chest filled with jewelry the king had
presented to Kauit a few days ago: diadems, headbands, chains with pendants,
large collars strung with beads, pectorals, bracelets, rings, girdles. The
items were crafted in turquoise and rock crystal and lapis lazuli and quartz and
carnelian and feldspar and bone and shell and silver and gold and electrum and
I ran my fingers over the jewelry lightly as if the pieces might burn me. I
inspected a collar made of two strands of gold beads with many pendants
attached between them and teardrops of blue, red and dark blue dangling from
the bottom strand, with Horus–head clasps on each end. I lifted a bead bracelet
with sections of dark blue, red and turquoise separated by rows of gold beads,
with a djed pillar clasp. A necklace of gold beads with two downward hanging
lotus flowers, their stems intertwined, caught my attention. But I finally
chose for Kauit a modest pendant of solid gold – an incorruptible substance
that shone like the sun and belonged to the gods and thus provided protection –
an anklet to match, and gold rings for every finger. None detracted from the
dress.


Kauit put the jewelry on, then stood and turned in a
slow circle. There were tears in Maghrab’s eyes. The serving girls beamed.


“You’re a vision, My Lady,” I said at last. “You’ll
win the heart of every man and the envy of every woman tonight.”


“That won’t matter if I don’t win Khufu,” Kauit said.


“Maghrab told me you’ve been spending lots of time
with him.”


“Every evening this week, along with Ankhu and his
wives. Khufu loves a good story, and Ankhu and I have spun tale after tale
about our journey. But each night, after Ankhu and his wives have sought their beds,
Khufu has ordered me to tell about the attack on the traitors, and most
particularly about shooting Harwa. He particularly likes the warrior in me.”


“That’s a very good sign. Do you think he’ll do it?
Make you his wife?”


“I don’t know,” Kauit said. “I think he’s still afraid,
even after considering it for the past week. I can tell from the way he looks
at me that he’s considering it. But my being a barbarian is a more difficult
obstacle for him to overcome than I thought.”


“Frankly, My Lady, in that dress you don’t look like
an obstacle.”


Kauit laughed. “You too must prepare for the banquet,
Maetkra. You can’t go looking like that.”


I gazed at my plain white skirt. I had nothing better.


“My ladies will bathe you. Then you’ll put on the
dress you made me for the celebration at Abdju.”


“My Lady! It’s much too fine for the likes of me.”


“And Maghrab will see to it that you have appropriate
perfume and jewels and paint.”


I bowed, overwhelmed.


“Absolutely incredible!”


I turned in unison with Kauit and Maghrab and the
serving girls. King Khufu was standing in the doorway, his eyes fixed on Kauit.
All of us fell to our knees.


Khufu crossed the room to Kauit and held out his hand and
helped her to her feet. “My Lady! Magnificent!” He took a step back, looked her
over appreciatively.


“What about them, Majesty?” Kauit asked.


“Rise,” he said mechanically, his eyes never leaving
Kauit.


The serving girls scurried from the room. Maghrab and
I stayed.


Kauit slowly spun for Khufu several times, the beads on
the hem of her dress clacking pleasantly.


He caught her hands again. “I’ve never seen any woman
as beautiful, or a dress as spectacular!” he exclaimed, awestruck.


“Maetkra made it,” Kauit said, indicating me.


Khufu seemed to notice for the first time that I was
in the room.


“You once told me I should create a royal dressmaking
workshop, Majesty,” I reminded him.


“My Lady Maetkra. I remember. I was obviously right.”
He looked Kauit over again. “Remarkable!” He couldn’t tear his eyes away from
her.


“I’m honored by your visit, Majesty,” Kauit said. “But
what brings you to my room?”


He snapped back to reality. “I want give you something,
Kauit. A gift.” He pulled a turquoise bracelet from a pouch at his waist.


Kauit held out her wrist and he fastened it for her.
By chance, it matched the dress perfectly.


“Thank you, Majesty. It’s wonderful. But is this a
gift for a woman being honored at tonight’s banquet, or for your newest
concubine?”


Her question would have amazed me once. Not tonight.
I’d seen Kauit shame terrified officials into taking action against traitors.
I’d seen her draw a bow in service to the king. I’d seen her match wits with
the king’s highest officials and win. Kauit wasn’t a woman shy about saying
what was on her mind, whether to a servant or a living god.


“You knew?” Khufu asked, astounded.


“I heard you tell Nebit the night before Ankhu’s
expedition left for Abdju.”


Khufu reddened slightly “Ah! When you were pretending
you didn’t speak our language.”


“A deception that proved useful to Ankhu and you, as
it turned out,” Kauit said.


“So it did. It must have made you happy, Kauit, knowing
once you returned to Giza you were going to be mine,” Khufu said with the
confidence of a man greater than any in the entire world.


“As soon as Maghrab and I left the banquet we decided we
were going to run away, Majesty,” Kauit said sweetly. “I didn’t want to be your
concubine. I didn’t want my sister Maghrab to be Nebit’s slave.”


Khufu reddened further. “I admit, promising your
sister to Nebit was unfortunate. But neither of you ran away. You went on
Ankhu’s expedition. What changed your minds?”


“We overheard conspirators plotting against you and
Ankhu, Majesty. We decided it was more important for us to stop their treachery
than to save ourselves from our fates.”


“And stop treachery you did, Kauit. You’ve
accomplished things no woman or man has ever accomplished on my behalf.”


“Accomplishments enough to make your courtiers forget I’m
a barbarian, Majesty?” Kauit probed. “Or you?”


From the look on his face it was clear to me that
Khufu hadn’t. Which meant he wouldn’t consider making Kauit anything but a
concubine. Which meant making a dress for Kauit wasn’t all the falcon god
intended me to do to help her achieve her destiny. Maybe he’d put me in this
room tonight to advocate on her behalf as well. I whispered a prayer and
summoned my courage. “Majesty, do you believe a single person in the audience
hall tonight is going to think of Kauit as a barbarian after they see her in
this dress? Or, if they do, will they think being a barbarian is a bad thing?”


Khufu looked Kauit over once more, lustfully. He
brushed a strand of golden hair from her cheek, possessively. “Your point is
well–made, Maetkra. Women will envy Kauit. Men will envy me.”


“But only tonight,” Kauit averred. “It’s a shame,
really, that I’m going to be your concubine, Majesty, tucked away out of sight.”
She pouted fetchingly. “This is the last time I’ll ever sit next to you in
public again.”


Khufu sighed. “Unfortunately, you’re right, Kauit. My
wives would have a fit sharing a banquet table with a concubine. My daughters
too. All the royal women.”


“They couldn’t object to a wife,” I said innocently.


Khufu drew in his breath, sharply, stared at me,
appalled. “No king has ever married a barbarian!”


“Why not be the first, Majesty?”


“My family. My courtiers…” he spluttered.


“Surely you’re not afraid of what they might say,
Majesty?” I asked.


Khufu didn’t respond. He was afraid. As a living god
he dared not admit it.


“Let me tell you what your people say about Kauit, Majesty. I’ve walked
beside her in the streets of Tjeni and Abdju and many towns between there and Giza.
Your people absolutely love her. They scream her name to get her attention when
she passes by in procession. They call her ‘barbarian’ as a term of endearment.
They call her ‘Neith’ in awe. They know she’s defeated your enemies, and theirs,
in battle. They truly believe she’s the goddess, walking among them. If your
courtiers object to Kauit it’s because they’re jealous. Kauit is, after all, more
than their equal, Majesty. She’s a chieftain’s daughter. A woman who’s served
you better than any of them. A woman who’s risked her life for you without
being asked. Multiple times.”


“Everything you say is true, Maetkra,” Khufu said
thoughtfully.


“Majesty, wanderers first began visiting this valley
to harvest grasses growing wild along the river thousands of years ago. Women
and men from different bands met and married, each band gaining a bit of the
other’s beliefs and gods and way of life as a result. Their intermixing was the
seed that grew into our culture. That intermixing accelerated once people
settled permanently in the valley. How is you marrying a barbarian and merging
her culture with ours any different from what’s happened in this valley since
time immemorial?”


Khufu pondered a moment. “It’s not different at all,”
he said. “You’re right, My Lady. Besides, I’m the king. Who will challenge me,
whatever I do?”


“Who’ll want to, Majesty, seeing My Lady dressed like
this?”


“Who indeed.”


He’d decided. Favorably. I thanked the falcon god. Kauit
and I had pushed Khufu to do what he’d really wanted to do all along. We’d
given him the justification.


Khufu addressed Kauit. “I will take you as wife
tonight, Kauit. I will announce it during the banquet.”


“I’m so very happy, Majesty,” Kauit said brightly. And
why not? She’d done what she’d vowed to do in the garden of the per’aa the
night she’d stumbled on a conspiracy.


Khufu addressed Maghrab and me. “Until then, it’s our
secret.”


“Of course, Majesty,” we replied in unison.


I touched my fingers to my talisman. I’d just done
what the falcon god had sent me to Kauit to do. Helped her become a wife of the
king. I’d fulfilled my duty.


An hour later I waited behind Kauit to enter the king’s
banquet hall, a little apart from the milling members of his household. Since
tonight’s banquet was in Ankhu’s honor, he and Kauit would be the last to
enter, directly preceding the king and his wives. I was wearing Kauit’s Abdju
dress, with my talisman around my neck. At my waist was a girdle of purple
amethyst beads separated by regularly spaced large double–sided lion’s heads,
the beads containing small pieces of copper that rattled when I walked. On my
ankle was a matching band of gold and amethyst beads and two golden feline
talons. My wrists were bedecked with the gold bracelets Ankhu had gifted me. There
were elegant gold pins in my black hair and my body was anointed with perfumed
almond oil. I almost felt I was indistinguishable from the real women of the
court, as if I was Kay’s wife once again. I raised the garland of lotus
blossoms a girl had draped around my neck as we waited to enter the hall and inhaled
deeply. It brought back memories of my first banquet here. I promised myself to
savor every moment of this one; I’d never attend another. I’d be gone from Giza
very soon. There was nothing to hold me here anymore, now that I’d performed my
final service for Kauit. I was going to try to memorize every moment tonight,
so that for the rest of my life I’d be able to relive this celebration in its
entirety.


Kauit and I peeked through the doorway together. The
hall was magnificent. I noticed that some scenes that had decorated the walls during
my visits with Kay had been replaced. The new ones were in Senu’s style. I
assumed they must be images from the barbarian expedition. Flowers were
overflowing from great earthenware pots everywhere I looked, illuminated by
torches casting pools of light and bowls of oil soft glows. Sakaherka and
Kemtet were sharing a small table at the front of the room and Senu and Satamun
the one next to it.  They’d left a chair vacant for me. The other guests were
similarly seated alone or in pairs. Almost everyone’s plate and cup were of
alabaster or marble or porphyry or limestone or rock crystal or basalt, all
thin and works of art in their own right. The royal tableware was gold and
silver and glittered in the torchlight.


I critically assessed the women of the court and their
garments as they moved about the hall. All were wearing dresses of exquisite
linen – from my former workshop – many with only one shoulder strap, like mine.
I picked out dresses I’d designed for royal patrons, as well as many that had
been copied from my designs by other seamstresses, in some cases badly. Most women
had lotus blossoms draped around their necks and cones of myrrh pomade atop
their wigs. The cones would melt in the heat over the course of the evening,
perfuming the air and making the wigs shine. Jewels flashed – red carnelian and
turquoise and lapis lazuli and quartz and bone and gold and silver, fashioned
into diadems and headbands and chains and pendants and collars and strings of
beads and pectorals and bracelets and rings and girdles and anklets.


“No dress in the hall compares to the ones you made
for me during the expedition,” Kauit said. “Your dress is the most spectacular –
except for mine.”


“I made some being worn by royal women,” I said. “Most
of the rest are copies of my designs. But you’re right – I did my very best
work for you. You inspired me.” I leaned close and whispered. “Majesty.”


Kauit smiled.


“I recognize many chiefs of regions and head men of
towns and villages we visited on the expedition,” I said. “I had no idea this
banquet was so special.”


“The king summoned nearly everyone of importance
within a few days’ travel of Giza,” Kauit confirmed. “This is definitely going
to be a night to remember.” 


The herald announced the first members of the king’s
household and a hush fell over the hall. Heads swiveled as Sitba entered and
moved up the corridor towards the front, her arm linked in Ahmes’. I hadn’t
seen them waiting with us. Jewels sparkled from her neck and brow and waist and
fingers. Her linen dress was nearly sheer and particularly revealing, held
closed in front by a single golden pendant, her wig long and tightly curled.
Ahmes was wearing his best kilt, one I’d made for him. Just as many women were
staring at him as men were at Sitba. She turned to Ahmes and laughed
possessively and he smiled back and it was as if a dagger had been thrust into
my heart.


Two by two, members of the king’s household followed
Sitba and Ahmes into the hall. After the last were seated, the herald announced
Ankhu and Kauit.


I leaned close, whispered in her ear. “You’re radiant,
Majesty.” It felt so good to call her that. 


Kauit and Ankhu took a few steps forward, then paused
just inside the doorway. Murmurs instantly rose in the back of the banquet hall
and swelled and moved towards the front of the room like a wave crashing onto
shore. I saw women whispering to each other, astonished, men staring.


After a moment Kauit turned, faced me, smiled. “I’m
Khufu’s wife now, Maetkra, thanks to you.”


A chill ran down my spine. The exact words she’d
uttered in my dream. Words I’d never told anyone, not even Maghrab. I raised my
fingers to my talisman. Confirmation that everything that had happened in my
life, the good and bad, was due to the falcon god. He’d brought me here, to
this very moment, for a reason. He’d used me to elevate Kauit from ragged
barbarian to exquisite supremacy. Whatever he intended for her in the future,
that she was now positioned to achieve it was in part due to me. And now I was
free of my obligation to Kauit. Free to make my way in the world. Wherever and
whatever that might be. But, sadly, alone.


Ankhu and Kauit slowly proceeded towards the seats of
honor at the front of the room. I slipped into the hall behind them and slowly made
my way along the outside of the wall towards my chair at the front. Every eye
was on Kauit and her dress and I saw both shock and envy on the faces of the
court’s women. I snuck a quick glance at Sitba and noticed even she was staring
at Kauit. She had the look of a woman who’d unexpectedly been upstaged and I
rejoiced in her discomfort. I glanced quickly at Ahmes. He was staring at me,
not Kauit. Our eyes met and he smiled. I wished for the first time in my life
that I was someone else, highborn, a woman who could be at his side forever,
and at the same time regretted coming to the banquet because I could never have
him and seeing him in the clutches of another was just too much to bear. Then
Sitba leaned forward and whispered something to Ahmes and blocked my view of
him and that was that.


Ankhu and Kauit reached their places, followed by King
Khufu and his wives. Both bowed deeply to the king after they, like the rest of
us, rose from their knees. “Life, prosperity, health,” they said in unison.


After they and the wives were seated, Khufu addressed
the rest of us. “Tonight we honor my son Ankhu and the lady Kauit. They’ve
returned from their expedition to Abdju covered with glory – having defeated
traitors, captured tomb robbers, and thwarted scribes and a priest and a
courtier who tried to steal from me.”


 Cheers rang out.


“We honor also my son’s companions – Chief of Tens
Ahmes, Chief of Scribes Sakaherka, Master Craftsman Senu, the seamstress and
healer Maetkra. Without them, much would be different in this land tonight.”


We all stood to receive the accolades of the crowd. 


“Now – let us celebrate!” King Khufu cried.


At once serving girls began circulating through the
hall burdened with golden platters heaped with food and decorated with garlands
of flowers. More carried jugs and skins of wine. They wore only skirts and
their hair was tightly braided. I’d never seen such a variety of meat at one
meal: beef and mutton and goat and wild fowl and pigeons and geese and roast
duck. I tried some of each and added cress and lettuce and onions and garlic
and pumpkins and tubers and lotus seeds and grapes and figs and dates to my
plate. I drank wine in varieties I’d never guessed existed. I easily picked out
the wine that had come from Kay’s estate. This banquet was even more
spectacular than the first I’d attended.


Conversation competed with the music of flutes and
tambourines. One woman played a double–reed pipe while beside her an extremely
obese woman strummed a leopard skin–covered harp. Three women stood behind the
musicians, keeping the beat by clapping their hands. A woman on the end played
a six–stringed lyre.


Servants circulated with bowls of water to clean the
hands of those who’d finished eating. 


Some people began moving about the hall, greeting
friends, engaging in conversation. Others sat in small groups, ignoring
everyone around them. A few men and women sat intimately close. Some officials
sat alone, their eyes darting back and forth, assessing others. Chiefs of
regions and estates clustered about Kawab and Hemiun. Women flirted with Khufu’s
unattached sons, and even some who already had wives. A few priests gorged
themselves, a common occurrence, I thought, based on the size of their waists.
Three women in white skirts in one corner wove garlands from lotus flowers
while a serving girl wearing only a girdle of faience beads straightened one’s
wig. A storyteller entertained Khufu, relating some tale that clearly interested
him. All around the hall small groups of women huddled together and spoke in
hushed whispers, heads close together, glancing at Kauit. I also noted quite a
few men surreptitiously eyeing her. I could guess what they were talking about.
I took pride both in the dress I’d created and in Kauit. That she’d caused such
a stir tonight had been due to me. A stir ordained by the falcon god. And if
that was true, as it undoubtedly was, everything that had happened in my life
that had brought me to this point had been ordained by him too – my childhood
in pyramid workers’ villages, my marriage to Kay, my imprisonment by Uncle, my
murder of Ak, my stumbling upon Ankhu’s expedition. I couldn’t help wonder if
the rest of my life was somehow ordained too or, if having achieved my purpose,
I was now on my own. A cat rubbed against my leg and I fed it a piece of fish,
which it devoured hungrily.


Dancers appeared in the open space before the king and
drew the attention of all in the hall, long curly–haired slender women and
girls with perfect bodies. Satamun was their leader, the most beautiful and
acrobatic by far. Courtiers crowded around in a vast semicircle, striving for
the best vantage point from which to see. Some of the dancers wore light loose
transparent robes that reached to their ankles, with narrow beaded girdles
around their hips. Others wore only narrow linen girdles and flower garlands
and anklets of gold and turquoise and carnelian and lapis lazuli fastened by
gold pendants. Their lips and cheeks were colored. As the music swelled they
performed what were, to me, astounding and almost impossible acrobatic
movements. I couldn’t believe their flexibility. I was particularly impressed
by Satamun as she bent over backwards with both of her feet and hands on the
ground at the same time, her belly pointing towards the ceiling, her head
extended so far back her hair brushed the floor.


When they finished and dashed from the hall the king
rose and everyone quieted.


“I am well pleased with my son Ankhu, whom we honor
tonight. He performed admirably as Chief of the Expedition to Abdju, handling
every difficulty as well as a man with far more years of experience.” Khufu’s
gaze swept the hall. “Before Ankhu left on his journey I promised him an
important post if he was successful. Tonight I honor my promise.”


Ankhu stood and moved before the king. An attendant handed
Khufu a staff. The king gave it to his son. “Ankhu, I appoint you Chief of the
Region at Nekhen, once the most important settlement in this valley, the home
of Horus, the god who protects kings. In two years time, assuming you rule
Nekhen well in my name, you will yield that post and take up another – Overseer
of the South.”


There was a moment of stunned silence. I knew the
second post was the most important in the valley after the vizier. And then
cheers began to ring throughout the hall as Ankhu humbly bowed to Khufu. I glanced
at Kauit. That Ankhu had risen to such a height was due almost entirely to her.
With her drive and ability, she’d truly make a fitting consort for the king.


King Khufu raised his hands for silence. “I have
decided to personally confirm my son as chief at Nekhen. I will take advantage
of the opportunity to deposit in the Shrine of Horus there the mace my son used
when he executed the barbarians in the Sinai, alongside maces deposited by the
kings who have come before me. As well as the trophies Ankhu took from the dead
Shasu and the dead traitors.”


My heart went out to Kauit then. Her smile was fixed.
A reminder of the worst day of her life. I was glad Maghrab wasn’t in the hall
tonight.


“I will depart Giza in one week’s time. My entire
family will accompany me, and my highest–ranking courtiers and the high priests
of the great gods. We will make a royal procession such as has not been seen in
this valley for many a year, such as was made in the time of Horus Narmer.”


Immediately whispers rose all around me. Courtiers
were wasting no time discussing who would go and who would be left behind.
Being left would not be a good thing.


“Ahmes,” King Khufu called.


He rose to his feet, moved in front of the king,
bowed. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He looked magnificent. I wasn’t the
only woman who thought so, based on their stares.


“It has come to my attention that before my great and
valued counselor, Kay, died, he directed that you be given control of his
delivery network.”


I wondered how the king had found out.


“It has also come to my attention that the traitor, Nebit,
subverted the wishes of his father Kay and took that network for himself. Just
over a week ago I seized it from the traitor before I had him executed. Tonight
I give it to you.”


Ahmes appeared stunned. I was thrilled for him. He was
finally being given his rightful position in the king’s household, one he truly
deserved. An attendant gave Khufu a staff and the king pressed it into Ahmes’
hands.


“Twice you have organized expeditions for my son on
short notice, Ahmes.”


Clearly, Ankhu had told his father what had really
happened in the Sinai and on the journey to Abdju, as he’d promised, and given
Ahmes credit for work Nebit had claimed.


“Your first task in your new position will be to
arrange my royal procession to Nekhen. Chief of the Royal Procession will be
your title.”


“I’m extremely honored, Majesty,” Ahmes said, bowing
again.


He returned to his seat. Sitba grasped his arm with
both hands, inspected his staff. She seemed inordinately pleased.


“Another thing,” Khufu announced. “My mother’s tomb
was desecrated at Dahshur. Thanks to Ankhu and those who traveled with him, her
tomb has been restored. But I have decided to move her body to Giza, to rest in
safety at the base of my pyramid. Upon our return from Nekhen we will stop at
Dahshur, retrieve Mother’s body and grave goods, transport them to Giza, and
rebury her. Men are already excavating a tomb. Ahmes, you’ll make the
arrangements to transport everything.”


“Yes, Majesty,” he called.


Khufu swept his eyes around the hall. Then he beckoned
Kauit. I knew what was about to happen. I could scarcely contain my excitement.
She rose from her chair and stood beside him, regal, absolutely stunning in her
beadnet dress.


“In addition to honoring the gods, my procession to
Nekhen will celebrate my marriage,” Khufu announced. “Tonight I take the lady
Kauit to wife.”


Everyone in the hall sat absolutely silent, shocked by
Khufu’s unexpected announcement.


Khufu’s wives looked angry.


Ankhu looked stricken.


A young girl stepped forward and handed Khufu a golden
circlet. He took it and placed it on Kauit’s brow.


More silence.


Then Ahmes rose to his feet. “The King’s Wife Kauit!”
he cried.


Silence.


“The King’s Wife!” Sakaherka echoed beside me.


Kemtet rose beside her husband and added her voice.


Then Senu and I in unison.


Others in the hall stood and took up Ahmes’ cry, first
individually, then in waves. Soon everyone around me was on their feet. “The
King’s Wife!” resounded over and over. The royal couple stood for a long time,
letting it wash over them, Khufu beaming, Kauit smiling. Then Khufu moved to
his throne and Kauit took the one beside him that Henutsen had discretely
vacated, taking Ankhu’s seat, who took the one Kauit had occupied.


We all sat.


Khufu summoned a serving girl. She poured wine for the
royal couple.


The musicians and dancers resumed entertaining and the
hall filled with the low roar of countless conversations. Sakaherka and Kemtet
were whispering to each other at the table next to mine, fingers linked. Senu was
proudly watching Satamun swirl once more before the king. My eyes were drawn to
Ahmes. He and Ankhu were speaking earnestly at the front of the room, their
seats drawn close together. Discussing the upcoming procession, I assumed. Ankhu
looked ineffably sad; his back was to Kauit and the king. Sitba was staring
haughtily at Kauit, sipping from a cup of wine. Kauit, on the throne beside
King Khufu, was fully occupied. Women were literally lined up waiting to speak
with her.


“Maetkra. Is it really you?”


I looked up, then hastily rose and bowed. “Majesties.”


Khentetka and Neferhetepes were standing in front of
me, wearing the dresses I’d made for them years before.


“I thought about you when Kay died,” Khentetka said
sympathetically. “Then you disappeared. Where have you been?”


“It’s a very long story, Majesty,” I said.


“She can tell us later, when she comes to measure us,”
Neferhetepes urged. “Order our new dresses before the rest of them, Mother.”


“New dresses?” I asked.


“For the banquet in Nekhen. We’re first in line.”


“First?” I laughed.


“Haven’t you seen all the women talking to Kauit?”
Khentetka asked. “I mean, the king’s wife.”


“I assume they’re congratulating her on her marriage.”


One suddenly made a beeline for me.


“No. They’re asking her about her dress,” Khentetka
corrected. “You’re going to get a lot of commissions tonight.”


“As much as I wish that was true…”


“Are you the seamstress Maetkra?”


I recognized Sethtet, daughter of King Khufu’s brother
Rahotep. “Yes, Majesty.”


“The king’s new wife says you designed her dress, and
the one you’re wearing.”


“I did, Majesty.”


“She made Neferhetepes’ and mine too, Cousin,”
Khentetka interjected.


Sethtet looked them both up and down. “I want you to
design one for me, Maetkra. Not quite as… exotic… as Kauit’s – as the king’s
wife’s – but spectacular, like yours. It must be done before the expedition
leaves for Nekhen. There’s to be a banquet when Ankhu is confirmed as chief.
Can you do it?”


“Of course, Majesty,” I replied. “I’ll start as soon
as I finish the dresses for the king’s daughter and granddaughter.”


“I’ll see you first thing in the morning, in my rooms,”
Khentetka said.


“I’ll be there, Majesty. I remember the way.”


She and Neferhetepes moved off.


“What happens next?” Sethtet asked.


“I’ll visit you in your room tomorrow afternoon, take
your measurements, sketch you, then return in a few days with a design. After I
make the dress I’ll bring it and fit it.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”


Five more women were already waiting to speak to me.
Hetepheres, second of her name, Kawab’s wife, took Sethtet’s place. I rose and
bowed. Behind her Persenet was chatting with Hemetre, more royals. Wives of
courtiers were joining the line behind them. Some I knew from my years as Kay’s
wife, some I didn’t.


I arranged to make a dress for Hetepheres. Persenet stepped
forward. The line was growing longer. My mind was racing. How was I going to
make so many dresses in a week? I’d have to enlist Khenut and the other women
from the House of Weaving to do the actual sewing. I’d have time only to do the
designs and fittings. I thanked the falcon god for the designs I remembered
from my dream. The most difficult task of all, eased.


From somewhere Senu produced a scribe’s kit. He and
Sakaherka began recording the orders on a sheet of papyrus. By the time I spoke
to the last woman hours later two sheets were completely filled with names. I
was barely going to have time to sleep the next seven days.


Senu handed me the sheets. “When we were children I
dreamed of being a craftsman for a royal patron and you dreamed of attending a
banquet in the per’aa. All of a sudden, you’re the royal dressmaker. We’ve come
a long way, you and I.”


For a week at least. But Ak’s murder was hanging over
my head and once the royal procession departed for Nekhen I’d disappear from Giza.
Well, I had a few days to savor what I’d achieved. As hard as the work would be
I intended to enjoy it. How many people ever got to do something so amazing?


It was very late when Kauit approached our tables,
brimming with happiness. Senu and Satamun and Sakaherka and Kemtet and I rose,
equally happy. Satamun’s skirt was plastered to her legs and she glistened with
sweat. She’d spent most of the night dancing and had been drinking water
copiously for some time.


Kauit picked up one of the papyri lying on the table
and read aloud the names listed there. “It seems almost every woman in the king’s
household and courtier’s wife wants you to make her a dress, Maetkra.”


“You can read, Majesty?” Satamun asked Kauit, amazed.


“A little. Maetkra taught me on the expedition.” She
addressed me. “I would’ve made you one of my ladies, but I see you’ll be plenty
busy. You can work in my old room in the per’aa until the expedition leaves for
Nekhen.” She smiled. “Seems I have a much better room now.”


“I’m grateful, Majesty,” I said. It was so satisfying
to call her that publicly. “It’ll be more convenient than Senu’s parents’ house
in the workers’ village. I can’t believe how many women want me to make them a
dress. I don’t know how I’m going to finish them all in time.”


Ankhu suddenly appeared. He barely glanced at Kauit,
nor she him. I couldn’t imagine a more awkward situation – except for me in the
presence of Ahmes and Sitba.


“Senu, I want you to come to Nekhen to decorate my per’aa,”
Ankhu announced. “You might as well – Father will take his dancers along to
entertain him at night, meaning Satamun will travel with us.”


“As you wish, Majesty,” Senu replied.


“And you, Sakaherka. I’m aware you’ve been given a new
assignment in the Administrative House in Akhet Khufu. But how would you like
to be Chief of Scribes at Nekhen instead? It’s a permanent posting – I intend
to serve as Overseer of the South from Nekhen too.”


“A very generous offer, Majesty. Nekhen is my birthplace.
But…” Sakaherka glanced at Kemtet.


“I go wherever you go. Gladly,” she said, smiling.


“I have my answer.” Ankhu laughed.


Sakaherka bowed low.


It was nearly dawn when the banquet finally came to an
end. Senu took me by the hand. “You haven’t seen Ahmes alone since we returned
from the expedition, have you?”


“No.”


“Let’s find him. He needs to speak with you about
something important. He told me.”


“He’s busy. He won’t miss me.”


“He’s been watching you all evening,” Senu said.


“He hasn’t,” I replied miserably. “How could he tear
his eyes away from Sitba? He clearly enjoys being with her.”


“Enjoys? Trapped like a fly in a spider web is more
like it.”


“You’re wrong.”


Senu wouldn’t take no for an answer and practically
dragged me across the hall towards Ahmes. He was standing beside a huge column
heavily decorated with hieroglyphs. As Senu and I rounded the column I saw
Sitba speaking earnestly to him. Neither was aware of our approach.


“Ahmes, you’ve resisted me because you said you couldn’t
offer me the future I deserve. That isn’t true anymore. As of tonight you’re
one of Father’s most important courtiers, and among the wealthiest. It’s only a
matter of time before he makes you a Greatest of Tens in Nebit’s place.” She lay
her hand on his chest. “You told me to think about what I want,” she said, her
voice husky. “I want you, Ahmes.”


Then she put one hand behind Ahmes’ head and pulled
him to her and their lips met and her arms circled his back.


I couldn’t stand to see more. Sitba wanted Ahmes,
Ahmes desired Sitba, and there was no reason for King Khufu to stand in their
way. Such had been ordained months ago and I’d always known it would happen but
now that it was imminent I couldn’t bear it. Emptiness welled inside me and I
knew I’d never be happy again no matter how long I lived. My heart was broken.
I pulled my hand from Senu’s. “I must go,” I whispered, and spun away and ran
out of the hall and through the corridors of the per’aa towards Kauit’s old room.


Halfway there, practically blinded by tears, I nearly
stumbled over Ankhu. He was sitting on the floor in a dim pool of light cast by
a guttering torch affixed to the wall above his head. His back was against the
wall and he was resting his head on his drawn–up knees. He heard me coming,
turned his head slightly, glanced in my direction. His cheeks glistened. He
hurriedly brushed them off with the back of his hand.


I almost continued past. But he looked so forlorn… As
forlorn as I felt. “Majesty? Is something wrong?” I instantly regretted my
words. How insensitive could I be? Of course something was wrong. The king had
just taken Kauit to wife in front of the entire court, without warning. Taken
the woman Ankhu had publicly asked be made his
wife. “I’m sorry, Majesty. That was an unforgivably stupid question.” 


He sat silent for a long time. “You warned me she’d
never love me,” he finally said, bitterly.


I sat unbidden beside him. He needed company, even if
he wouldn’t ask for it. As I did.


“But to have my father take her from me…” He slammed a
fist against the floor.


“Kauit was never yours, Majesty,” I said gently.


“I know, Maetkra. I know. But I wanted her more than I’ve
ever wanted any woman.” His eyes rose to mine. “I’d have given everything I
have if she’d looked at me just once the way you look at Ahmes.”


My face grew hot. Had I been that obvious? If someone
as out of touch as Ankhu knew how I felt about Ahmes, so must everyone else. “Ahmes
belongs to your sister now,” I said as bitterly as he. “Tonight I lost him for
the second and last time.” I brushed my sudden tears away.


Ankhu’s eyes widened. “Second time?”


“I first fell in love with Ahmes years ago, when we
were both young and foolish and had no idea the world could be so cruel,” I replied.
“His father, Kay, forced me to marry him, even though he knew I loved Ahmes and
Ahmes loved me.”


“As Father just did to me…”


“Then, when Kay died, his son, Nebit, made sure to
keep me apart from Ahmes, his half–brother.”


“What a pair we make, Maetkra!” Ankhu exclaimed. “Both
of us pitiful. And unloved. And alone.”


“Not you, Majesty,” I contradicted. “You can have any
woman you want. They’ve never stopped buzzing about you, even when they knew you
desired Kauit. And now, with your new position and the status and wealth it’ll
bring...”


“If I’d lost any woman tonight except Kauit I’d
already be consoling myself in the arms of another, provided she was beautiful
and flattered me adequately. But I know I’m going to compare any woman I meet
in the future to Kauit. I’m going to find every one of them lacking. They’ll disgust
me. Kauit’s ruined me.”


“I wish I could tell you you’re wrong, Majesty. But
you’re not. I feel exactly the same way. I have for years, ever since I lost
Ahmes the first time. I’ve never met a man like him.”


“So there’s no hope for me,” Ankhu said sadly. “Nekhen’s
going to be a very lonely place.”


“I’ll pray the gods take pity on your heart and send
you a worthy woman, Majesty,” I said sincerely. I touched my fingers to my
talisman.


“What about you, Maetkra? What’ll you do now? Marry
again to drive Ahmes from your mind? What courtier wouldn’t want you? You’re an
extremely beautiful woman, and kind, and caring, and brave. Quite remarkable,
actually.”


“I’ll make the dresses the women of the court ordered
tonight for your confirmation banquet, Majesty. But I can’t stay at Giza. It
would kill me, seeing Ahmes and Sitba together, day after day, in the per’aa or
on the plateau or in your father’s banquet hall. So, once the fleet sails south
to take you to Nekhen I’ll find someplace I can settle down and forget. I’ll spend
the rest of my life as a common seamstress, as I was fated to be.” Someplace
far beyond the reach of men who’d execute me for killing Ak.


“Then this is goodbye for us, Maetkra. I’ve truly
enjoyed the time we’ve spent together. I’ll miss you. I wish you luck.”


“Thank you, Majesty. I’ll miss you too.”


I left Ankhu sitting in the corridor. Once I reached Kauit’s
former room I took off her marvelous dress and lay upon her bed and cried
bitter tears until I could cry no more.
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Once the king and most of the royals departed the audience
hall after our triumphal return from Abdju, courtiers descended upon Ankhu and
Kauit to congratulate them on the success of our mission. After a bit of
prompting, Kauit began regaling everyone with the full story of the ambush near
Abdju. I smiled to myself at the number of women watching her from a distance,
jealous, whispering to each other. They might still think her beneath them because
she was a barbarian, but that opinion was no longer held by the vast majority
of their husbands and fathers and brothers.


“You’ll stay with us for now in the workers’ village,
of course,” Satamun told Maetkra. “I’ve been living with Senu’s parents.”


“Not for long,” Senu announced. “Ankhu’s promised me
my own workshop in Akhet Khufu. Mother and Father will come to live with us
there. You too, Maetkra, for as long as you’d like.”


Satamun smiled happily at Senu, then extricated
Maetkra from the throng and linked her arm in hers and pulled her from the
audience hall.


I stood a little outside the circle of admirers,
alone. Now that we were at Giza I had nowhere to go. And a sister and niece and
nephew to worry about. With Nebit in custody, my future was uncertain. The king
had seized Nebit’s delivery network. I wondered which courtier Khufu would assign
to operate it. Would that man give me a job? I supposed in a day or so I could
take Kemtet to Mother and Father, now that Nebit had been removed from the delta
estate. I wondered if the king was going to parcel it and all of Nebit’s former
holdings to favored courtiers too, or appoint overseers to operate them on his
behalf. Somehow, I had to secure the delta estate for Maetkra. Kay had left it
to her. Nebit had stolen it from her. It wouldn’t be right for her to lose it
because of Nebit’s treason.


“Another scar?”


I turned.


Sitba looked up at me, eyes shining, cheeks dimpled.
She traced the slash on my arm gently with bejeweled fingers. “I hope Father’s
done sending you on these expeditions, Ahmes. You’ve tempted fate enough.”


“I wasn’t really in any danger,” I said. Her scent was
intoxicating. Her lips inviting. I’d forgotten how beautiful she was.


“Come with me,” she practically cooed. “I want to talk
in private.”


She grasped my arm and I walked with her from the
audience hall, then down a long corridor and into the garden at its end.
Turquoise beads on her girdle clicked pleasantly. Her long hair swirled about
her bare shoulders, her skirt about her long legs. Once outside the sun beat
down, hot. We moved into the welcome shade of a copse of trees a dozen steps
into the garden. Sitba perched atop a large boulder among a plethora of colorful
tall flowers and I settled beside her, our legs slightly touching. A bird
swooped to a landing on a branch above our heads and began to trill. Flowers
and reeds bent, dancing in the breeze, and leaves and fronds on the trees fluttered.
A solitary goose honked from the pool at the garden’s heart to our right.


“Did you think about me while you were gone?” Sitba
asked, linking her fingers in mine.


“I did,” I admitted. At first. Until Maetkra
materialized. And after that, differently.


“I missed you,” she pouted. “It wasn’t fair – the
barbarian got to go but I had to stay behind. I’m interested in traveling the
valley too. Especially with you.”


Sitba hadn’t changed her opinion of Kauit. A shame.
Especially after today’s triumph. “Maybe some day,” I replied.


“What now, Ahmes?” Sitba asked pointedly. “What are
you going to do now that you’re back?”


“I’m not sure. It’ll depend who replaces Nebit. Maybe
he’ll assign me to my old job.”


“Herding donkeys?” Sitba scoffed. “A waste of your
talents!”


“It’s a little more important than that. Your father
needs copper.”


“Still, work like that’s beneath you now, Ahmes. You’re
a hero! Decorated twice by Father. You should aim higher.”


“The same thing Kauit tells your brother constantly,”
I observed.


“If she does, then we agree on one thing, at least. Sometimes
you men need a push. And not a gentle one.” Sitba sidled closer, wrapped an arm
around my waist. “Once we marry Father will give you a position at court.
Something befitting your abilities.”


Sitba didn’t lack boldness. Or bluntness. “You bring
up marriage? To me, a commoner? When you’re the most beautiful woman in the
valley? When you can have anyone?”


She brushed off the compliment. I was sure she’d heard
it hundreds of times. Especially from each of her reputed lovers. She touched
the gold collar decorating my neck, lifted one of the gold flies from my other
necklace with a fingertip. “These tell you all you need to know about how
Father feels about you. You’re no commoner in his eyes. Or mine.”


“Just an efficient bureaucrat,” I rejoined. “One of
many in the valley.”


“You can be far more,” Sitba insisted. “With me at
your side there’s no limit to what you can be.” She moved back a bit. “Unless
you don’t want to marry me.”


I didn’t. I wanted to marry Maetkra. If Maetkra wanted
to marry me I wouldn’t even be talking to Sitba. But Maetkra didn’t. She didn’t
want to have anything at all to do with me. I’d come tantalizingly close to
breaking through the wall she’d erected between us twice on the trip – once
after the ambush, once in the marsh. Both times she’d pulled away, withdrawn
into herself. She hadn’t given an inch since. I knew it was long past time for
me to respect Maetkra’s wishes, to give her up, to move on. Maybe I should surrender
to Sitba. She was willing, eager, offering me herself and opportunities beyond
my wildest dreams. I didn’t really want to spend the rest of my life guiding
caravans across the desert. Who wouldn’t want a position at court, inoculated
from the jealousies and hatred of courtiers like Nebit? Was I being an idiot
holding back from Sitba? Whether I truly knew her or even cared for her or not?
“I’ve never considered marrying you a real possibility,” I admitted. “I figured
I was a passing fancy. I figured you’d forget about me as soon as I left on the
expedition.”


“Any other man, I would have,” Sitba replied. “But you’re
different, Ahmes. For the first time in my life I want more than a fling. For
the first time I actually want to settle down. Just think, Ahmes – I can guarantee
you a position in Father’s household. You can give me a future I want. Remember
when we discussed Father’s plan to marry me to Ankhu?”


“Of course.”


“Today Father changed his opinion of the barbarian. I
believe he just might give her to Ankhu as his chief wife after all. He’s
accepted the barbarian completely. I saw it in Father’s eyes when he put that
gold collar around her neck. And that comment about ‘hot barbarian blood?’ With
Ankhu and the barbarian married, Father will marry me off to Teti so he
can gain control of his delta estate. An old man. An intolerable old man.” She
slid close again. “Save me from Teti, Ahmes. I promise you won’t regret it.”


“I’m not saying I don’t want to marry you, Sitba. I’m
saying we shouldn’t rush into anything. Do you love me? You’ve never said so. I’ve
always dreamed of marrying a woman I’m crazy about. I want her to be crazy
about me too. I don’t simply want to be a way for you to escape Teti or someone
like him. I don’t want you to marry me just to make your friends jealous
because you’ve captured the hero of the moment.”


“Ahmes…”


“Do we have to decide today? Can’t we take some time? I
think you should take a few days and give some serious thought to what you truly
want out of life, Sitba. Am I the man who can give it to you? Search your
heart. Once you have we’ll talk again. And then approach your father if it
makes sense.”


“Why so long?”


“I need to take care of something that can’t wait,” I
replied. “I was reunited with my sister and niece and nephew during the
expedition. She’d been forced to marry a priest at Djedsneferu against her will,
as you heard your brother relate. I rescued them. I have to get them settled. They’re
my immediate priority. They have nowhere to go and they’re dependent on me.” After
seeing Niptah flee the audience hall earlier, what I needed to do was clear.


“Come back as quickly as you can, then,” Sitba
insisted. She squeezed my hand. “I need to go now. Father’s expecting me.” She
stood, put her hands on my shoulders, bent, kissed me. Her lips were soft and
yielding and I wondered if I was completely crazy for resisting her. “I want
you in my sight from now on,” she said when she moved away. “You’re a hero –
again. I won’t risk another woman stealing you away.” She started to turn,
paused. “There’s going to be a banquet in a week’s time to honor my brother. Attend
it with me.”


“I will,” I said. “Gladly.”


Reluctantly, Sitba exited the garden, looking over her
shoulder at me several times.


I perched on the boulder, considered my next move. After
a bit I spotted Sakaherka making his way to me on the path through the flowers.
He took Sitba’s seat.


“Do you and Kemtet and the children have a place to
sleep tonight?” he asked solicitously.


“We don’t,” I replied. “I’ll figure something out. I
know overseers at the harbor. One of them will take us in. If that falls
through I’m sure there are places in one of the workers’ villages.”


“Nonsense,” Sakaherka replied. “You won’t believe
this, but I was just awarded the house of one of the scribes from our
expedition who tried to cheat the king. Part of his punishment. It’s in Akhet
Khufu. I’m told it’s a very fine house. Servants included. You and Kemtet and
the children are welcome there.”


“I’ll take you up on it,” I said gratefully. “For a
day or two at most, while I take care of some business.”


“Related to Nebit?” Sakaherka guessed.


“Yes.”


“What can I do to help?” he asked. He’d been appalled
by Kemtet’s stories of her life in Djedsneferu. I knew, because he’d told me
so. He and my sister had talked for many hours on the royal barque.


“Question your friends. Find out where a scribe named Niptah
resides. I’m sure it’s somewhere in Akhet Khufu. I’m going to have a
conversation with him.”


“Consider it done,” Sakaherka said.
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“This is it,” Sakaherka whispered.


We were outside one of the small houses in the scribal
section of Akhet Khufu. The narrow lane was dark; no one was out and about.


“Do you want me to go in with you?” Sakaherka asked.


“I can deal with Niptah alone. Go help Kemtet get
settled,” I replied.


Sakaherka hurried off in the direction of his new
house, less than fifty yards down the same lane, without arguing. I couldn’t
help smile. I strongly suspected Kemtet wouldn’t be leaving Akhet Khufu no
matter how my discussion with Niptah turned out. I was happy for her; I’d come
to like Sakaherka very much during our expedition to Abdju.


I pounded on the flimsy wooden door.


A few moments later it opened a crack, sending a dim
beam of light into the street, partially illuminating the servant just inside. “What
do you want?” he asked suspiciously.


I shoved the door open wide, sending him stumbling
backwards into the room.


“What’s the meaning of this?” a man cried, rising from
a chair next to a small table in the center of the well–lit room.


Niptah. Eating his dinner. Two frightened serving
girls were beside him, staring at me. Neferuptah was seated at an adjacent
table. She recognized me an instant before Niptah did. Her eyes opened wide. Three
boys scrambled to their feet on the other side of the room. They’d been seated
on mats, eating. Niptah’s apprentices. The back of one was darkly striped with
bruises. No doubt from encouragement provided by Niptah and his stick to learn
his lessons.


“Don’t move,” I warned the boys menacingly.


They froze in place.


“Get out of my house, Ahmes!” Niptah insisted,
cowering behind his table.


I glanced disgustedly at Neferuptah, then addressed Niptah.
“So that’s how Nebit bought your silence – he gave you his daughter to wife.” I
looked at her and laughed. Why not sow a little domestic discord. “How does it
feel, Neferuptah? Once the mistress of the finest estate in the delta. Now,
mistress of…” I swept the small house with my eyes. “This.”


“Bought your silence? What’s Ahmes talking about?”
Neferuptah snapped, swiveling towards Niptah.


“Kay dictated his dying wishes to Niptah,” I answered
for him. “Niptah showed the scrolls to Nebit. Kay’s wishes were not to Nebit’s
advantage. So Nebit told Niptah to destroy them. Niptah did. In return for you
and a position at Giza and this house.”


“Is it true?” Neferuptah practically screamed, rising
to her feet. She was a sharp–tongued girl and I was quite pleased to let her join
the battle.


“Yes…” Niptah was dripping sweat.


“You bartered me like a goat? You cost me everything!”
She picked up her cup of wine and threw it at him. Viciously.


It hit him in the ribs, clattered to the floor, turned
his kilt and stomach red.


Neferuptah dashed into the adjoining room, hurling
curses over her shoulder.


The apprentices stared, open–mouthed.


It would be mean–spirited of me to tell Neferuptah of
her father’s treason and imminent death. So I didn’t. She’d find out soon
enough.


I closed the space between Niptah and me, looked down
at him from inches away. He started trembling.


“True or false – Kay granted the delta estate to
Maetkra on his deathbed.”


“True,” he said meekly.


“True or false – Kay granted the linen workshop to
Maetkra.”


“True.”


“He granted me an estate near Nekhen.”


“True.”


“He named me his successor to operate his delivery
network.”


“True.” Sweat was pouring off him now.


“Kay acknowledged me as his son.”


“He did.”


“True or false – you destroyed the scrolls in return
for Neferuptah and this house and your position here in Giza.”


“True.”


“Excellent!” I told Niptah. I swept a hand around the
room. “I hope you enjoyed this.” I fingered the golden collar and flies of
valor dangling around my neck. “I’m acquainted with men in very high places. We’re
going to visit one of them – right now. You’re going to tell him what you just
told me.”


He had sense enough not to argue.


Half an hour later we were ushered before Vizier
Hemiun in his room in the per’aa.


“I didn’t expect to see you again so soon, Ahmes.
Certainly not at this time of night.” He sounded irritated. He seated himself
and peered at my companion. “You are?”


“His name’s Niptah, Majesty. A scribe employed by Kay
and Nebit. Formerly employed.”


“Hmph.” Hemiun invited us to take seats facing him.


He was an intimidating man. Senu had shown me the life–sized
statue that would be placed in a serdab chamber in his tomb. I recalled the
titles etched on its base: member of the elite, high official, vizier, king’s
seal bearer, attendant to Nekhen, spokesman for every resident of Pe, priest of
Bastet, priest of Shesmetet, priest of the ram of Mendes, keeper of the Apis
bull, keeper of the white bull, elder of the per’aa, high priest of Thoth,
courtier, overseer of royal scribes, priest of the panther goddess, director of
the music of North and South, overseer of all construction projects of the
king, king’s son of his body. No one was as influential throughout the valley
as Hemiun, except King Khufu himself. If he turned down the request I was about
to make the delta estate would be lost to Maetkra. If he agreed I just might
win her back.


I remained standing. “I come as a supplicant, Vizier.
King Khufu stripped Nebit of everything he possesses today. The thing is, some
of what he took didn’t belong to Nebit.”


“Oh?” Hemiun regarded me with curiosity.


“Niptah recorded Kay’s last wishes as he lay dying. Nebit
ordered Niptah to destroy the scrolls. He did, in return for a better position
and wealth and Nebit’s daughter as wife.”


“You think it’s important for me to know Kay’s last
words.”


“I do, Majesty. Justice demands it.”


“What did Kay say?” Hemiun asked Niptah.


Niptah was dripping sweat and shaking noticeably. “That
his delta estate and linen and jewelry workshops be given to his wife, the lady
Maetkra. That his estate near Nekhen be given to Ahmes. That Ahmes operate the
king’s delivery network instead of Nebit. Kay also acknowledged that Ahmes was
his son.”


Hemiun eyed me suspiciously, the same way he had in
the audience hall earlier in the day. “What do you expect me to make of this scribe’s
so–called ‘confession’ Ahmes? I scarcely know you. True, you’ve served the king’s
son Ankhu exceptionally well on multiple occasions.” He leaned forward in his
chair, probed me with narrowed eyes. “But how do I know you and Niptah haven’t
concocted this scheme to personally enrich yourselves at the king’s expense? As
we learned in the audience hall today, you identified Nebit as a traitor weeks
ago. You’ve had plenty of time to figure out how to turn his death to your advantage.
I presume you want me to ask King Khufu to honor Kay’s alleged wishes and grant
you what he supposedly left you. Is that it?”


“Not at all, Majesty. I’m hoping you’ll ask the king
to grant Maetkra the delta estate and workshops Kay left her, that Nebit stole.
That’s all.” I slipped the golden collar from around my neck. “I’ll pay…”


“A small fortune in exchange for me simply asking the
king?”


If restoring her estate
doesn’t change Maetkra’s opinion of me, I thought, nothing will. What’s a fortune in comparison to
happiness with the woman I love? “Gladly, Majesty.” I handed him the
collar.


Hemiun stared at me for a long time while fingering
the object. “I believe you’re sincere, Ahmes,” he said at last. “I will
approach the king on behalf of the lady Maetkra.” He gave me the collar. “Keep it.
You earned it.”


“Thank you, Majesty,” I said gratefully. I indicated Niptah.
“You should probably see to it that this scribe is removed from royal service.
He’s not trustworthy.”


“He’ll be dragging blocks of stone up the pyramid ramp
tomorrow,” Hemiun replied. “Guard!”


 


 


***


 


 


I landed at the stolen delta estate at mid–afternoon
the next day. I jumped from the boat carrying the daily scrolls from what were
no longer Nebit’s overseers at Giza onto the quay, then leisurely strolled up
the hill to my parents’ hut. Mother was bent over the fire in front of it,
stirring some concoction in an earthenware pot. My sisters and brothers were
tending to chores nearby. I saw a couple of infants; I’d accumulated more
nieces and nephews in the years I’d been absent.


“Hello, Mother,” I said, sneaking up behind her.


She turned, startled. Her hand rose to her mouth. “Ahmes!
By the gods! Is it really you?”


The next instant she was in my arms and I was hugging
her tight. My siblings surrounded me, all of them trying to talk at once.


I set Mother gently aside. “I have news,” I said. “First,
Kemtet is well and in Giza.”


“Giza?” Immediately tears began rolling down her face.
“Nebit said she’d gone with Maetkra to an estate in the South and that we’d
never see her again.”


“Nebit lied, Mother,” I said. I sat cross–legged on
the ground and she sat beside me. My brothers and sisters clustered around us. “He
sold Maetkra to her cousins and uncle, to serve them on their farm.”


“The snake!”


“He sent Kemtet along as a hostage, to keep Maetkra in
line. Maetkra’s uncle gave Kemtet almost immediately to a temple priest at
Meidum for a wife. You have another granddaughter and grandson. I rescued them
a couple of weeks ago.”


“Rescued?”


“I was on an expedition for the king when I stumbled
across her.”


“The king?” Mother gasped.


“I’ll explain later, when there’s more time.”


She grabbed hold of my arm. “Your shoulder…”


The jagged scar was white against the brown of my
skin. “An earlier expedition.”


“For the king?” Her eyes were wide now.


“Yes.”


“Did the king give you those?” one of my sisters
asked, pointing to the flies of valor and golden collar around my neck.


“He did. In front of his household and courtiers.” I
slipped the gold collar over my head, slipped it over hers.


She squealed with delight. My sisters and brothers
swarmed her.


Mother seemed confused. “You said Kemtet’s at Giza.
Why didn’t you bring her with you?”


“There’s some uncertainty about who’s in charge of this
estate. I’ll explain later, after I take care of some business with Uhemka. But
she’ll be able to come for a visit very soon.”


“Visit?”


“There’s a scribe at Giza who helped me save her –
Sakaherka. He’s going to take her to wife. You’ll like him very much, Mother.”


She seized my arm. “Where have you been all these years,
Ahmes? Working for the king? Fighting for the king?” She touched my scar again.
“I haven’t had a single word from you.”


“I sent scrolls. Nebit probably intercepted them. I
wasn’t working for the king until a few months ago. Kay put me in charge of permanently
caravanning supplies from the river to the Sinai mines the day after he took
Maetkra to wife.”


“But everyone said he was going to make you his
successor. He demoted you instead?”


“He found out Maetkra and I were in love. He didn’t
trust me to be near her. He exiled me.”


“Is Maetkra still on her uncle’s farm?”


“She ran away a few months ago. Her uncle tried to
arrange a marriage for her with an old man and she fled. It’s a long story. A
couple of us found her hiding beside the river that night – the expedition just
happened to be passing by. She told us where to find Kemtet. Maetkra’s in Giza
too.”


“Waiting for you?” Mother asked hopefully.


“Maetkra doesn’t feel about me the way I feel about
her anymore,” I replied resignedly.


Mother looked at me sympathetically. “That’s a shame. You
two were meant to be together. I always thought that after Kay died… Anyway, I
wish she was still running the estate. Nebit’s been getting wealthy off her
linen workshop. But he rushes the weavers. The linen’s not so fine as when
Maetkra was in charge.”


“She may be again,” I said. “I’m working on it. But as
for Nebit… he betrayed the king. If he’s not already dead he will be soon. You’ll
never see him again.” I stooped and kissed her. “I’ll be back as soon as I meet
with Uhemka. Then we’ll have a very long talk. I’ll fill you in on everything.”
And, hopefully, learn more about her and my real father.


I heard Uhemka long before I reached the records room,
giving his daily orders. I entered. He was at the front of the room, a clutch
of scribes at his feet, writing, the overseers gathered close, listening
attentively. I spotted Father.


Uhemka spotted me. He stopped speaking in
mid–sentence. “Ahmes?”


Heads swiveled. Murmurs of surprise. I moved to the
front of the room and faced the overseers. “I have news that affects all of you.”


“Flies of valor…” Uhemka said in wonder.


“Earned on a mission for King Khufu,” I said calmly. “During
a second mission Maetkra discovered that Nebit was conspiring against the king.
He’s probably been executed by now.”


“Maetkra? Mission? I thought she settled on her uncle’s
farm.”


“A lie perpetrated by Nebit,” I told him. “Kay gave Maetkra
this estate and the linen and jewelry workshops on his deathbed. Nebit ordered Niptah
to destroy the scrolls containing his last wishes. Then Nebit sold Maetkra to
her cousins and uncle, and arranged for them to keep her on their farm in
return for the products of one of Kay’s estates.”


“What about Kemtet?” Father asked, pressing close to
me, concerned. “Nebit said she was with Maetkra.”


“Nebit sent her to the farm too, as a hostage, to keep
Maetkra in line.”


Father clenched his fists. “Why, that no good…”


“She’s safe, in Giza,” I assured him. “I rescued her
less than a week ago.”


“This is extraordinarily confusing,” Uhemka said.


“Yet true. Niptah confessed everything to Vizier
Hemiun last night. Including that Nebit gave Neferuptah to Niptah as wife to
cover up his crime.”


“We all wondered how a minor scribe with less skill
than every other scribe in this room won Neferuptah and was promoted to Giza,”
Uhemka admitted.


“The king stripped Nebit of everything he possessed
yesterday and claimed it all for himself. What he’ll do with estates and
villages and the rest is uncertain. I’ve asked Vizier Hemiun to advocate for
Maetkra to keep this estate. Whether the king will agree or not, I don’t know.”


“Where does that leave us?” Uhemka asked uneasily.


“For now, continue as you have been. Uhemka, operate
the estate on Maetkra’s behalf until you hear otherwise. The rest of you, obey
him.”


Uhemka was no more inclined to continue going over
scrolls today than the overseers were. They milled about for a bit, talking amongst
themselves, glancing at me, unsure what to do or say, then departed a few at a
time to attend to their duties. Soon only Uhemka and Father and I remained in
the records room.


“How is Maetkra?” Uhemka asked. “With the gods as my
witness, I had no idea what Nebit had done.”


“She’s safe at Giza too,” I replied. “She escaped her
uncle.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “Maetkra told me you were her first and
for a long time only ally on this estate. She trusts you. As I said, run it for
her until she returns.”


“Will you come back with her?”


“No. We’re walking different paths now.”


Uhemka shook his head sympathetically. “That’s too
bad, Ahmes, if you don’t mind my saying.”


“I’m off now,” I said. “I owe Mother a very long talk.
You too, Father.”


 


 


***


 


 


I remained on the estate for nearly a week and a half,
spending some well–earned time with my family, going over the scrolls from all
of what had been Kay’s estates, refamiliarizing myself with their operation. Every
afternoon I waited on the quay for the boat to arrive from Giza, hoping it
carried a scroll from Hemiun announcing the estate had been restored to
Maetkra, but I was always disappointed. I was sure he’d broached the subject
with the king by now. Khufu’s silence was deafening.


Kemtet and Sakaherka and the children came for a visit
the day after my arrival; my sister’s reunion with Mother and Father and her
siblings was tearful and heartwarming. As was their immediate acceptance of
Sakaherka.


They preceded me back to Giza by a day. I’d put off my
return as long as possible, to the very eve of the victory banquet the king was
hosting to honor Ankhu, hoping to avoid both Maetkra and Sitba. Maetkra,
because I had no news to share with her about the estate that might make her
change her mind about being with me, Sitba because my situation with Maetkra
was unresolved. When I reached Sakaherka’s house I learned Maetkra had been in
Kauit’s rooms in the per’aa since dawn, helping Maghrab prepare her for tonight’s
banquet. I didn’t dare go to her to tell her about my confrontation with Niptah
or conversation with Vizier Hemiun. I wasn’t going to get her hopes up, only to
have them crushed. But if the king approved… Maetkra would be very happy. Safe
on her delta estate, she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone coming to Giza and
stumbling on her and accusing her of Waty’s murder. I was counting on her
gratitude for that to restore me to her good graces.


“A messenger was here to see you earlier, Ahmes,”
Kemtet told me the moment I entered Sakaherka’s house. “I’m supposed to remind
you most urgently that you’re to escort the king’s daughter to the banquet
tonight.” She eyed me archly. “Breaking royal hearts now, Brother?”


“Maybe. More likely I’m just a passing fancy,” I
replied. “The hero of the moment and all that.”


“I doubt that’s true,” Kemtet said. “Any woman would
be lucky to have you by her side.”


Except the one I really
want. “As lucky as Sakaherka is to have you?”


Kemtet blushed. “I’m going to the banquet too. He’s
being honored.”


“Rightfully so, Kemtet. His new position, this house,
you – he deserves all of it.”


“Maetkra sent me a dress yesterday,” Kemtet said. “It’s
spectacular! It’s been so wonderful being with her again. Except that now I’m
mistress of the house and she’s only a seamstress. It isn’t fair.”


“No it’s not,” I replied. I didn’t dare tell her what
was going on either. She’d tell Maetkra, if only to try to cheer her up.


“I’ve already laid out your kilt and accoutrements in
the other room,” Kemtet said. “Go get ready. Don’t keep Sitba waiting.”


“You have taken over as mistress of the house,”
I chuckled as I headed towards my room.


Sitba was an absolute vision when I called for her at
the per’aa a few hours later, just before sundown. Jewels sparkled at neck and
brow and waist and fingers and ankles. Her linen dress was nearly sheer and exceptionally
revealing, held closed in front by a single golden pendant, her wig long and
tightly curled. She greeted me with a kiss, linked her arm in mine. We strolled
through the per’aa to the doorway of the banquet hall, turning heads all the
way. Most of the courtiers were already inside and seated. We joined the royals
who were milling restlessly, waiting to be announced. A young girl approached
and draped a garland of lotus flowers around Sitba’s neck. I briefly spotted
Maetkra, her back towards me, leaning close to Kauit and whispering. Then the
herald called Sitba’s name, and mine.


We entered arm–in–arm. The hall was resplendent this
night. Its walls and pillars were brightly painted and etched with hieroglyphs
and scenes of warriors and hunters and life along the river. I recognized a few
scenes based on Senu’s sketches of the barbarian expedition. Craftsmen had been
busy in our absence. Flowers cascaded from large earthenware pots and vases.
Great torches affixed to the walls cast pools of light on the hall’s margins,
supplemented by bowls of oil with flickering wicks on small wooden tables among
those filled with courtiers in the center of the hall. Heads swiveled as we strolled
past. And why not? Sitba was gorgeous. I knew of her love affairs; I wondered
how many of the men she’d once been enamored of and then tired of were in the
hall tonight. There was a high probability I’d soon be one of them, despite her
assurances to the contrary. So why not enjoy being in her orbit while it
lasted? After all, I was being honored tonight along with Ankhu. For one night,
at least, I was Sitba’s near–equal. For the first time, and probably the last,
I seated myself beside her at the front of the hall, in the line of royal
tables, watching as the rest of Sitba’s brothers and sisters were announced and
walked towards us to take their places.


I sighted Sakaherka and my sister and Senu and Satamun
at adjoining tables directly opposite the royals. I noticed quite a few chiefs
of regions and estates and high–ranking officials we’d visited on our journey
who resided within a few day’s travel of Giza. This banquet must be special
indeed if the king had summoned so many men of importance to attend. Teti was
seated near the front, alone, looking daggers at Sitba and me. He expected to
be married to her. That he wasn’t her companion at this banquet must be
galling. But, marriage to her might still be his fate. Sitba and I hadn’t yet
had time to resume our discussion from the week before. A good thing, with my
mind unresolved about what I truly wanted. And Sitba’s father the king still
had to be reckoned with if Maetkra remained obstinate and I decided to throw my
lot in with Sitba.


Royals continued to process into the hall. Hemiun
approached from behind and leaned down to whisper in my ear. “I’ve spoken to the
king about Maetkra as you asked. He hasn’t made a decision yet. He has other
things on his mind. Which you’ll soon learn about.”


I was filled with despair. I’d clearly failed to make
a compelling case and so I’d lost Maetkra. The decision shouldn’t have been
that hard for Khufu to make. Hers was one estate out of forty. “Thank you for
trying, Vizier. I knew it was a long shot.”


“Don’t give up hope,” Hemiun urged. “Khufu was very fond
of Kay. And I’ve always liked Maetkra.”


“The King’s Son of his Body, Chief of the Expedition,
Ankhu,” the herald announced. 


Murmurs suddenly rose in the back of the hall and
swelled and moved towards the front like a wave crashing onto shore.


“Daughter of the Chieftain of the Shasu, the lady
Kauit.”


“What in Isis’ name!” Hemiun exclaimed in wonder.


I turned my attention from Hemiun to the hall’s entrance.
Kauit was at Ankhu’s side, wearing a garment unlike any I’d ever seen, not a
dress but a net of beads – wild, unexpected, magnificent. Kauit turned slightly
and said something to Maetkra, standing just behind her. Maetkra smiled and
bowed.


Sitba stiffened. “How dare she! That woman’s a wretch through
and through! And the men of the court – she’s won them over in an instant! Just
like that! With a barbaric dress! Or whatever it is!” Sitba lifted her golden cup
and drained her wine and slammed the cup down angrily.


Ankhu and Kauit began moving up the aisle towards the
seats of honor. But I wasn’t watching them. My eyes caught Maetkra’s as she
crept around the outside of the hall towards her table. I smiled at her. She’d obviously
created Kauit’s dress and it was spectacular. I’d never seen anything like it.
No one in this hall had. At a stroke Maetkra had made Kauit the focus of the banquet.
Kauit had entered this very space less than half a year ago, a prisoner dressed
in rags who’d bewitched an inconsequential son of the king in order to save her
life and have a say in her future. She’d been disparaged to her face and
laughed at by every courtier in the room, named a trophy by the king to be
trotted out and displayed at will. But she’d returned to Giza in triumph, as
responsible for the success of Ankhu’s expedition as anyone, and had instantly
become a favorite of the king. Tonight belonged to Kauit as much as it did
Ankhu – and Maetkra’s dress had not only won Kauit the admiration of every man
in the room but, from the comments I was hearing all around me, the envy of
every woman.


Except for Sitba. “Father will give the barbarian a
title of some kind now, just you watch,” she said bitterly, leaning forward to
get my attention, blocking my view of Maetkra. “He’ll surely marry her to
Ankhu, too.”


The king and his wives entered the hall and we all
knelt. The king grandly processed to the foot of his throne, nodding to
courtiers right and left.


“Life, health, prosperity, Majesty,” Kauit and Ankhu
said in unison as he slipped between them.


The king motioned for everyone to be seated, then
addressed us. “Tonight we honor my son Ankhu and the lady Kauit. They’ve
returned from their expedition to Abdju covered with glory – having defeated
traitors, captured tomb robbers, and thwarted scribes and a priest and a
courtier who tried to steal from me.”


Cheers rang out.


“We honor also my son’s companions – Chief of Tens
Ahmes, Chief of Scribes Sakaherka, Master Craftsman Senu, the seamstress and
healer Maetkra. Without them, much would be different in this land tonight.”


We all stood in our various places to receive the
accolades of the crowd. 


“Now – let us celebrate!” King Khufu cried.


Henutsen smiled at Ankhu as her son settled in beside
her.


Sitba engaged me in conversation as serving girls
began circulating through the hall burdened with delicacies. Our conversation
competed with the music of flutes and tambourines. Of necessity, being in such
a public place, we didn’t touch on the issues we’d discussed earlier, the ones
that would so greatly affect our mutual futures. For a time a storyteller
entertained Khufu, relating some tale that held his interest. Then a group of barely–clad
dancers, led by Satamun, moved into the space before the king, spinning,
dipping, leaping, swirling acrobatically, the beads on their girdles clacking
rhythmically, accompanied by the musicians. Most of the men left their tables
and drew close to see better, loudly and enthusiastically expressing their
admiration. I noted small groups of women speaking together in hushed whispers
throughout the hall, glancing repeatedly at Kauit. I could guess what they were
talking about – her rise, and especially her dress. I was happy for Kauit, and
proud, for everything she’d accomplished after she’d lost everything.


When the dancers finished and dashed from the hall,
drenched with sweat and gasping for breath, the king rose and everyone quieted.


“I am well pleased with my son Ankhu, whom we honor
tonight. He performed admirably as Chief of the Expedition to Abdju, handling
every difficulty as well as a man with far more years of experience.” Khufu’s
gaze swept the hall. “Before Ankhu left on his journey I promised him an
important post if he was successful. Tonight I honor my promise.”


Ankhu stood and moved before the king. An attendant
handed Khufu a staff. The king gave it to his son. “Ankhu, I appoint you Chief
of the Region at Nekhen, once the most important settlement in this valley, the
home of Horus, the god who protects kings. In two years time, assuming you rule
Nekhen well in my name, you will yield that post and take up another – Overseer
of the South.”


There was a moment of stunned silence. The second post
was the most important in the valley after the vizier. And then cheers began to
ring throughout the hall as Ankhu humbly bowed to Khufu. I caught Kauit’s eye
and nodded. She’d done what she’d vowed to do – driven Ankhu to great heights.
And scaled them with him.


King Khufu raised his hands for silence. “I have
decided to personally confirm my son as chief at Nekhen. I will take advantage
of the opportunity to deposit in the Shrine of Horus there the mace my son used
to execute the barbarians, alongside maces deposited by the kings who have come
before me. As well as the trophies Ankhu took from the dead Shasu and the dead
traitors.”


Kauit’s smile was fixed. I couldn’t imagine the
memories the king’s pronouncement had just awakened.


“My expedition will depart Giza in one week’s time. My
entire family will accompany me, and my highest–ranking courtiers and the high
priests of the great gods. We will make a royal procession such as has not been
seen in this valley for many a year, as was done in the time of Horus Narmer.”


Courtiers were looking at each other now, already assessing
who would go and who would be left behind. No one wanted to be left behind.


“Ahmes,” King Khufu called.


I rose to my feet, moved in front of him, bowed deeply.
What did he want with me?


“It has come to my attention that before my great and
valued counselor, Kay, died, he directed that you be given control of his
delivery network.”


I quickly glanced at Hemiun. He was smiling.


“It has also come to my attention that the traitor, Nebit,
subverted the wishes of his father Kay and took that network for himself. Just
over a week ago I seized it from the traitor, before I executed him. Tonight I
give it to you.”


I was stunned. An attendant gave Khufu a staff and he
pressed it into my hands.


“Twice you have organized expeditions for my son on
short notice, Ahmes. Your first task in your new position will be to arrange
the royal procession to Nekhen. Chief of the Royal Procession will be your
title.”


 “I’m extremely honored, Majesty,” I said, bowing
again. I returned to my seat in a daze, wondering how I was possibly going to
put together a royal procession in one week’s time.


Sitba grasped my arm with both hands, delightedly inspected
the staff. “I told you, Ahmes! You’ve earned Father’s admiration and trust!”


“Another thing,” Khufu announced. “My mother’s tomb was
desecrated at Dahshur. Thanks to Ankhu and those who traveled with him, her
tomb was restored. But I have decided to move her body to Giza, to rest in
safety at the base of my pyramid, under my protection for eternity. Upon our
return from Nekhen we will stop at Dahshur, retrieve Mother’s body and grave goods,
transport them to Giza, and rebury her. Men are already excavating a tomb.
Ahmes, you’ll make the arrangements to transport everything.”


“Yes, Majesty,” I acknowledged.


Khufu swept his eyes around the hall. Then he beckoned
to Kauit. She rose from her chair and moved close beside him. She was regal, magnificent.
The beads comprising her dress shimmered in the torchlight. I tensed. Was Khufu
about to announce he’d taken her as concubine, as he’d told Nebit he would before
our expedition departed for Abdju? Or had she won the king’s heart, as she’d
vowed she would in the garden the night we discovered the conspiracy?


“In addition to honoring the gods, the trip to Nekhen
will celebrate my marriage,” Khufu announced. “Tonight I take the lady Kauit to
wife.”


She’d done it!


Sitba gasped. As did everyone around me.


I couldn’t have been happier for Kauit. She’d won Khufu’s
heart and made him hers. Deservedly so.


Khufu’s wives were angry. Ankhu looked as if he’d just
been punched in the gut. I could relate. My heart went out to him. My father
had done to me exactly what his father had just done to him. It was horrible in
the moment. It wasn’t something one ever got over.


Everyone in the hall sat silent, shocked by the
amazing turn of events.


A young girl handed Khufu a golden circlet. He placed
it on Kauit’s brow.


Silence.


If no one else would honor Kauit, I at least would. “The
King’s Wife Kauit!” I cried, rising to my feet.


A brief pause. “The King’s Wife!” That was Sakaherka,
on the other side of the hall.


Kemtet stood, echoed him.


Then Senu and Maetkra, together.


Others began to rise, first singly, then in en masse. “The
King’s Wife!” The chorus resounded throughout the hall, over and over, growing
in volume. The royal couple stood for a long time, letting it wash over them,
Khufu and Maetkra both smiling. Then Khufu moved to his throne and Kauit took
the one beside him that Henutsen had discretely vacated.


We all sat.


Khufu beckoned to a serving girl for wine and she poured
for the new royal couple.


Almost instantly, musicians began playing again and
dancers dashed back into the room and resumed their performance. The roar of
many conversations soon filled the hall. It wasn’t hard to guess what everyone
was talking about. Ankhu slipped into an empty seat next to me, his back to his
father and Kauit. He looked dazed.


“I’m sorry, Majesty,” I said sincerely.


“Kauit never loved me and never would have,” Ankhu
said bitterly. “But it hurts, Ahmes, even though you and Maetkra warned me weeks
ago. If we’d just met differently….”


With that we turned our attention to the upcoming procession
and began making preliminary plans. There really wasn’t any time to waste. A
week? Sitba sipped at a cup of wine and stared at Kauit, haughtily. Kauit, on
the other hand, was speaking with a seemingly endless line of women paying
homage to her and, from the snatches of conversation that carried to me, complimenting
her on her dress. Kauit was truly an outcast no more, but the woman who was
setting the style in what was now her per’aa. Just as Maetkra had promised she
would during the expedition. I noted many women making a beeline for Maetkra immediately
after speaking with Kauit. Maetkra was seated opposite the far end of the royal
tables, along with Senu and Sakaherka and Kemtet. Women were clustered there, waiting
to talk with her. Senu and Sakaherka were both busily scratching on sheets of
papyrus.


It was nearly dawn when the banquet finally came to an
end. I’d been looking Maetkra’s way all night, trying to get her attention so I
could tell her there was a chance the king might restore the delta estate to
her. I’d decided that keeping the possibility from her was foolish. Better
false hope than no hope. At least she’d have to give me credit for trying. But the
few moments she hadn’t been surrounded by women I’d been trapped by Sitba. Sitba
had been relentless in her attention, trying to shield me from every other woman
in the hall. I was standing with her beside a huge column heavily decorated
with hieroglyphs, talking, when I yawned despite myself.


“I’m so sorry, Sitba,” I apologized. “Let me walk you
back to your room. I need to be at the harbor at sunup. That’s less than an
hour from now. No one’s ever put together a royal procession in a week. I’m
already behind schedule.”


“Ahmes, you’ve resisted me because you said you couldn’t
offer me the future I deserve. That isn’t true anymore. As of tonight you’re
one of Father’s most important courtiers, and among the wealthiest. It’s only a
matter of time before he makes you a Greatest of Tens to replace Nebit.” She pressed
her hand against my chest, raised her eyes to mine. “You told me to think about
what I want,” she said, her voice husky. “I want you, Ahmes.” She put one hand
behind my head and pulled me to her and our lips met and her arms circled my
back.


Sitba’s kiss didn’t awaken the passion I longed for,
what I’d felt kissing Maetkra so many years ago and on the punt in the marsh. Without
that passion could I move on from Maetkra, as she wanted me to, and settle for
Sitba? If I did settle, would I ever come to feel about Sitba as I had about
Maetkra? Would marrying Sitba without knowing for certain be fair to either of
us?


Just as we broke our embrace I saw Senu standing a few
steps away, watching us, and Maetkra fleeing towards the hall’s exit. She’d
seen Sitba and me kiss. Probably overheard Sitba too. Whatever chance I’d had
to change her mind – delta or no – had just died. Was it even worth trying
anymore? Sitba was in my arms. She wanted me. She could assure me a position in
the king’s household. But I didn’t love her. I loved Maetkra. Somehow, even
with a willing Sitba in my arms, even with King Khufu dragging his feet about
the delta estate, I couldn’t give up on Maetkra. Not yet.


 


 


***


 


 


I’d never worked so feverishly my entire life. The
logistics of assembling a large fleet and obtaining all the necessary servants
and sailors and guards and cooks and hunters and fishermen and woodsmen and such
at Giza and arranging campsites and supply depots nearly the entire length of
the valley was extraordinarily complicated. If I hadn’t spent the majority of
my life working for Kay, becoming intimately familiar with every locale in the
valley and every important man in every locale, I never could have pulled it
off. It helped that I now had Kay’s network at my disposal and could use the king’s
name to back every demand for resources I made, and I made many. What consumed
a great deal of my time, however, was fielding a barrage of queries from courtiers
about whether they were being included on the voyage and who and what they
could take with them. As a result I’d gotten very little sleep the past six
days. Nearly every experienced scribe at Akhet Khufu had been occupied during
that time making copies of my orders, and I’d commandeered every small fast
boat in the area to carry my scrolls south. Sakaherka had proven invaluable
overseeing that effort.


Today supplies and the courtiers’ personal belongings
were being loaded on the expedition’s vessels. Including those of my friends.
Senu was going to Nekhen to decorate the walls of Ankhu’s new per’aa. Satamun
was going because the king expected his dancers to entertain him every evening.
Ankhu had persuaded Sakaherka to become his chief scribe at Nekhen, and Kemtet
was going to accompany her new husband. Today’s loading was being done under
the direction of a host of overseers, not me. Ankhu had insisted I accompany
him and Senu and Sakaherka and Satamun and Sitba to see the location of the tomb
that had been set aside for him east of the king’s pyramid.


We exited the per’aa, where I’d caught up with the
rest of them. We skirted the rear of the still incomplete valley temple, Sitba’s
arm linked in mine. We hadn’t yet had time to discuss what she’d said at the
end of the banquet, for I’d had to rush off immediately after she kissed me and
we hadn’t spoken since. I assumed that in her mind there was no question we’d
be married. I believed her father the king was still a significant obstacle.
Plus, I couldn’t commit to her until the king made his decision about the delta
estate and I knew one way or another if it had changed Maetkra’s feelings for
me.


Several walls of the rectangular limestone valley
temple had reached their full height.


“It’s almost finished,” Ankhu told us. “Red granite
will arrive from Abu during the next inundation to clad the interior walls.
Vizier Hemiun plans to line its corridors with many triad statues. Each will
show King Khufu and Hathor and a figure personifying a region of the valley.
Each triad will represent the valley temple’s entitlement to provisions from
that region’s estates forever and will guarantee offerings for Father’s
mortuary cult.”


“Why Hathor?” Satamun asked.


“She’s the main deity at Giza,” Ankhu explained. “Her
cult farms in each province will supply specific items needed by Father for
eternity.”


“I was hoping Maetkra would come with you today,” I
told Senu as we stepped onto the polished limestone blocks of the nearly three
thousand–foot long Ceremonial Way, sloping somewhat steeply in this initial
section as it climbed from the plain along the river to the lip of the
escarpment rearing nearly ninety feet high to its west. I still hadn’t had a
chance to tell her about the possibility of her regaining the delta estate.


Senu adjusted the leather pouches slung over his shoulders.
Rolls of papyri peeked out of both. Drawings for Ankhu’s tomb, I suspected. “She’s
working day and night on the dresses the royal women and courtiers ordered from
her during the banquet, Ahmes.”


“They all want to wear them at the confirmation banquet,”
Satamun interjected. “Every woman and girl wants to outshine the others.”


“I haven’t seen Maetkra myself,” Senu said. “All I
know for sure is Maghrab’s helping her sew in Kauit’s rooms. And her friends
from the House of Weaving.”


“Including my dress,” Sitba purred. “I’ve demanded
something spectacular.”


“You don’t need a spectacular dress to outshine other
women,” I told her.


She smiled and gripped my arm tighter.


We gained the escarpment. Workers had already
constructed the first portion of the tunnel that would eventually reach from
here to the western end of the causeway. They’d erected limestone walls on each
side and roofed it with limestone slabs, leaving a narrow slit in the center to
provide a bit of light.


“Look at these walls,” Senu said with admiration. “Apprentice
craftsmen have inked on the preliminary drawings. Once the master corrects them
they’ll be carved in relief. Just think of the effort it’s going to take, and
how many craftsmen.”


“You sound jealous,” Ankhu observed.


“Not at all, Majesty,” Senu replied. “I’ve got a few
drawings of my own to work on.” He patted his pouch of papyri.


After fifty feet or so we emerged from the tunnel.
Large limestone slabs were neatly stacked on both sides of the causeway,
awaiting placement. The plateau ahead of us was alive with thousands of men
moving blocks of stone and supplies. The shouts of overseers and curses and
barked orders were incessant. The sky was hazy with dust blown from the desert in
the west, amplifying the heat. The pyramid loomed ever larger the closer we
approached, filling the sky, blocking the view of everything beyond it to the
west, dwarfing the entire funerary complex clustered at its base. I noted men
dragging blocks of stone from one side of the causeway to the other using a
tunnel that had been excavated under it a little over four hundred feet east of
the mortuary temple. The Ceremonial Way was, in effect, a wall across the
plateau now.


“Several dozen more courses and the pyramid will be
finished,” Senu said. “Then a gold capstone will be set in place to reflect Re
in all his glory.”


“Workmen have started digging five pits beside the
pyramid to hold Father’s barques after his death, including the one that’ll bring
his body here,” Ankhu said. “They’ll be dismantled and covered with stone slabs
and buried under the sand for his use in the next life. I’ve seen the plans for
a small cult pyramid at the southeast corner of Father’s pyramid to house his ka
statue. They’ll construct it once the ramp being used to slide blocks skyward is
dismantled.” Ankhu addressed me. “Speaking of boats, is everything set for the royal
procession, Ahmes? I’m dining with Father tonight. He’ll ask.”


“Assure the king the fleet will be ready to depart as
he ordered,” I replied.


“I assume you’re using all the boats currently
anchored in the harbor?”


“Most of them.”


“Most? I don’t mean to tell you your business, Ahmes,
but even if you used every boat moored between Giza and Ineb–hedj they couldn’t
carry all the food and drink we’ll need to reach Nekhen. It seems to me
everyone in the per’aa and Akhet Khufu is going with us. Based on our two
expeditions…”


“We’re going to carry a limited amount of food and
supplies with us,” I replied. “Otherwise, if we tried to fully supply the
expedition here at Giza, you’re exactly right – we’d need practically every
boat in the region. So we’re going to live off the land instead. I’ve figured
out where we’ll set up camp each night – the courtiers’ camp, I mean. The king
and his immediate family will sleep on the royal barque.”


“Naturally.”


“Courtiers will sleep in tents on the riverbank. I’ve
sent messages to the overseers of the estates and villages and towns near the planned
campsites, detailing what food and drink they must provide for all of you on
which date.”


“Ingenious!” Ankhu exclaimed.


“What about shelter?” Senu asked.


“I’ve obtained two complete sets of tents and camp
chairs and cooking utensils and water jars and such,” I said. “When we arrive
at the first night’s stopping place the camp will already be set up, for the
crew in charge of setting it up will have departed Giza a day before us. After we
leave our campsite, that same crew will dismantle the camp, load it on boats,
and travel past the fleet, arranging the third day’s campsite. In the meantime,
a second setup crew will have already set up the second night’s camp, and so
on. Each of the setup crews will include hunters and fishermen and woodsmen and
water carriers and camp servants and so on.”


“What about food during the day, while we’re sailing?”
Sitba asked.


“The fleet will include several kitchen vessels. Each
evening cooks and bakers will be making enough food for the following day’s
breakfast and midday meal.”


“How do you know all the officials you’ve contacted
will actually do what you’ve asked?” Senu queried.


“The king granted me a seal to use on all the orders I
sent.” I held up my hand. The ring glittered on my finger. “No one will dare
ignore an order sanctioned by the king. To make sure, I’ll travel a day in
advance of the fleet and confirm everything’s in order at every campsite. I’ve
assigned overseers to operate each camp the rest of you are at.”


“We’ll be apart the entire journey?” Sitba pouted.


“Until you reach Nekhen,” I replied. “It can’t be
helped.”


“Let me travel with you, on your vessel, Ahmes,” she
insisted.


“Father would never allow it,” Ankhu interjected
sternly.


“I wouldn’t see you even if you were with me,” I
assured Sitba. “Something will undoubtedly go wrong every day that’ll command
my full attention. I’ve learned that lesson all too well caravanning supplies
across the desert.”


Sitba sighed fetchingly. “You’ll make it up to me at
Nekhen, Ahmes. You can be sure of that.”


We reached the partially–constructed mortuary temple at
the end of the Ceremonial Way. It stood on the east side of the pyramid in a
broad courtyard paved with black basalt and edged with columns on all four
sides. Ankhu led us into the temple, through a small offering chapel, then
through a gateway in the so far knee–high wall being erected on the east side
of the pyramid – once the construction ramp was removed the wall would be
extended to all four sides. We emerged into a great limestone court. Ankhu
pointed to a shaft descending into the bedrock near several piles of stone. “That’s
the entrance to Grandmother’s new tomb,” he told us. “Father’s going to erect a
small pyramid nearby as a decoy, to throw off future tomb robbers.”


“Will it really be finished by the time Ahmes brings
her body back to Giza?” Satamun asked.


“I’d hate to be the stonemasons if it’s not,” Sitba
said.


“It’s going to be a magnificent ceremony,” Ankhu said.
“I’ve been planning it with Father.”


“You’re coming back to Giza after you’re confirmed, Majesty?”
Senu asked. “You’re not staying at Nekhen?”


“I refuse to miss Grandmother’s reburial. I’ll return
to Nekhen immediately afterwards.”


“So, this royal procession will be the last time we’re
all together – you, Ahmes, Sakaherka and me,” Senu said.


“Don’t worry – I intend to make my way back to Giza
before my career is over,” Ankhu said with an assurance he’d lacked before his promotion.
I wondered if he had delusions of someday succeeding his father. That could
only happen if all his older brothers died before Khufu did. More likely he’d
someday become a future king’s vizier, assuming he performed well in the South.


“Those two small pyramids over there…” – Ankhu pointed
north – “you can see their foundations laid out – will be for my mother and the
king’s great wife. I suppose Father will erect a third now, for his new wife.”


Tellingly, he hadn’t used Kauit’s name.


“Now, let’s go take a look at the courtiers’ cemetery.”


We made a beeline for the section west of the pyramid.
Before us were a few mastabas in various stages of construction, some mere foundations,
others complete.


“These have been set aside for important members of
the king’s household and their families,” Ankhu told us. “There are only a
dozen now. But there’ll be sixty–three of them eventually.”


“They’re arranged like houses along village streets,”
Senu observed. “Only more orderly, like in the workers’ village.”


“Not only that, but they all follow the same plan,”
Ankhu said. “Father has set rules for the size of these tombs, how they’re
arranged inside, how they’re decorated. It’s a break with the past – remember
the tombs of the kings at Abdju? All different? Scattered across the landscape?
These courtiers will all rest in Father’s shadow, under his protection.”


“King Sneferu was the first to arrange his courtiers’
tombs like this,” Senu said, “both at Meidum and Dahshur. I remember playing
among the ones at Dahshur when I was a boy.”


“These mastabas look so… trivial, compared to the
pyramid,” Sitba said.


“I remember Kay telling me that’s by design,” I said. “Look
at how many resources King Khufu’s pyramid is taking from the valley.
Everything in the valley belongs to him. So he’s granted the stone being used
for these mastabas to his courtiers, and the space they occupy on the plateau.
Imagine if the king allowed every courtier to design and build his own tomb.
Chaos! Everyone trying to outdo his neighbor, taking up more and more stone and
utilizing more and more laborers. So, by standardizing these mastabas, the king
has limited the impact of his courtiers upon the valley’s resources. That’s
important, because building his pyramid has expanded the number of courtiers he’s
responsible for.”


“Every mastaba we’re looking at will have a stela
showing the tomb owner seated at a table full of food offerings,” Senu added. “Since
a picture of an offering is as real as a physical offering, it also means the
king won’t have to set aside actual estates to supply the cults of the dead.”


“Though he does have to provide more craftsmen to
decorate them,” Ankhu gibed.


Senu tilted his head slightly in acknowledgement.


“Father’s eased up on his restrictions a bit, now that
he’s more certain his pyramid will be completed in his lifetime,” Ankhu said. “Let’s
go see Hemiun’s mastaba. I can show you what I mean.”


We were soon standing before a long low structure made
of limestone blocks.


“The core of this mastaba is filled with rubble,”
Ankhu explained. “There are no rooms inside. The burial chamber is down in the
bedrock, directly beneath the northern section of the mastaba. A shaft goes
from the roof straight to the burial chamber. That’s how Hemiun’s body will be
lowered into his grave.” He pointed. “His stela will be set in the southern
corner of the east side, inside a mud–brick chapel with whitewashed walls. At
least, that was the original plan. Once Father eased up on his restrictions,
Hemiun expanded the walls on every side but the west, creating a corridor
inside the mastaba’s east side. He’s added two serdabs behind false doors, one
at each end of the corridor.”


“Like we saw at King Netjeryket’s pyramid?” Senu asked.


Ankhu nodded. “His statue will be in the northern
serdab.”


“The one I helped paint when I was an apprentice,”
Senu said proudly.


“The inside of the corridor will be decorated with
reliefs,” Ankhu said.


“As I’ll decorate yours,” Senu said, indicating again his
pouches filled with scrolls.


“Which of these will be yours?” I asked Ankhu.


“None. My brothers and sisters and their families and
I will be buried in eight double–mastabas on the east side of the pyramid, near
the wives’ pyramids. None of them have been started yet,” Ankhu replied.


“But I can show you what the decorations will look
like,” Senu said, beginning to unload his pouches. “There’ll be an offering
table scene just like the one in Hemiun’s mastaba, so you’ll have eternal
provisions. But there’ll also be many scenes of daily life, to bring the world
of the living into your tomb. You’ll continue to enjoy in death what you
enjoyed in life.”


Senu dropped to his knees and started unrolling papyri
and spreading them in several parallel lines on the ground, weighing each
corner down with a rock. “I’ve already created the text for your stela, Majesty,”
he told Ankhu as he arranged the sheets. “It’ll record the key events of your
life – your military campaign in the desert, your capture of Kauit and Maghrab,
the expedition to Abdju, the defeat of the traitors, the capture of the tomb
robbers, your appointment as chief of the region of Nekhen and overseer of the
South.” He squinted up at Ankhu. “I’ll probably have to add a second stele
before your career is over.”


“Count on that,” Ankhu said.


Senu stood, moved to the end of the papyri. We
followed him.


“Now, pretend these are all carved and painted on
walls instead of lying on the ground,” he said. “Each row of papyrus is a
register. The large figures of you, Majesty, provide chronological benchmarks
in the registers. If several episodes of your life are shown in the same
register, the one closest to the large figure is the most recent. The bottom
register is the most recent, and the top the oldest. As you can see, the right
uppermost sheet of papyrus shows your most recent expedition departing Giza,
and the leftmost bottom sheet shows your audience with the king a week ago. In
between lies everything you saw and accomplished on that expedition, in order.”


“So you’ll be defeating me in wrestling for eternity,”
I told Ankhu, studying one set of images.


He laughed triumphantly and clapped me on the back.


The scenes were all in the approved style, not the
realistic method Senu had originally sketched. Still, they were breathtaking. For
the first time I truly appreciated Senu’s talent. His sketches on our journeys had
been pale shadows of what he could accomplish on a large scale. I understood
now why Ankhu had become Senu’s patron. The magnificence of his tomb would
leave no doubt Ankhu had been an important member of the royal family. I couldn’t
help reflect on everything I’d helped Ankhu accomplish. Thanks to me his body would
someday lie here, on the Giza plateau, not already have rotted away in the Sinai,
victim of a barbarian lance.


We moved slowly down the length of the papyri that
documented the Sinai expedition, explaining what each scene represented to
Sitba and Sakaherka, who alone of our group had not participated in those
events. Both were quite impressed.


“I’ll want you to sketch me for a reserve head while
we’re traveling to Nekhen,” Ankhu told Senu.


“What’s that?” Satamun asked.


“One of King Khufu’s innovations,” Senu replied. “A
sculpted and painted head of the tomb’s owner.”


“Mine will be placed next to my body in the burial
chamber,” Ankhu said. “In case my body is ever destroyed my ba will recognize
the head and utilize it as it would a whole statue.”


“Has Father granted you an estate to support your
funerary cult yet, Brother?” Sitba asked. “He’s given me mine.”


“He has,” Ankhu acknowledged. “My eldest son will
oversee the estate and supply the food and drink and everything else the cult
priests will need, as well as support the farmers and brewers and herdsmen who’ll
live on the estate.”


“So you’re going to marry. Despite your…
disappointment,” Sitba said.


Ankhu shrugged. “I’ll need an heir to manage my cult.
I suppose I’ll find some woman I can tolerate.” He shook his head. “Anyway, his
sons will oversee the estate after him. I’ll leave written instructions on what
he’s to do with the property earmarked for my tomb. The priests will come here
to the chapel beside my mastaba at regular intervals – every new phase of the
moon, the holidays of our main gods, the end of year and new year celebrations.
They’ll make offerings to me, and recite the magic texts that will keep me
alive.”


“But Senu said offerings were going to be carved on
walls so the king doesn’t have to provide actual provisions,” Satamun said.


“Different rules for the king’s children,” Sitba replied.


“What will these priests do when they’re not busy with
your cult?” Satamun asked.


“Serve in the cults of others buried on the plateau,”
Sitba said. “No single cult is a full–time job – except in service to a king.”
She gazed at Satamun. “Ankhu is a priest of Ptah in addition to his other
duties. I’m a priestess of Re. My sisters serve various gods too. Only the
wretch doesn’t.”


Sitba’s hatred for Kauit had intensified after her
marriage to Khufu. I hoped that in time she’d get over it.


“Actually, Father made her a priestess of Neith,”
Ankhu said. “Affirming what the people of the valley have already proclaimed.”


Sitba was furious.


“The ordinary priests will be members of the estate
household, either supervisors or men who do actual work – the controller of the
dining room, the barber, the overseers of the granary or farmers or various
estate workshops,” Ankhu continued. “Not only will they make physical offerings
and read lists of offerings, but they’ll purify the chapel at the start of
celebrations and keep it clean the rest of the time.” 


“How many people will be watching over your tomb?” Satamun
asked.


Ankhu calculated. “About a hundred. More than half
will be ordinary priests – estate staff. There’ll probably be nine men to oversee
the priests, plus half a dozen inspectors to make sure my wishes are carried
out.”


We helped Senu gather and roll up his papyri and stow
them in his pouch, then headed back down the Ceremonial Way towards the harbor.
I fell a little behind the group so I could speak to him without being
overheard.


“If you see Maetkra, tell her I have a message I need
to deliver in person.”


“I’m not sure I’ll see her, but I’ll try.” Senu eyed
me. “Are you still in love with her, Ahmes?”


“I am, Senu. But she doesn’t want anything to do with
me. She’s made that clear, over and over. She wants me to give her up. I need
to try to change her mind one last time.”


“Where does that leave Sitba? She’s been throwing
herself at you.”


“Because she’s convinced the king will let us marry,” I
said.


“A superb consolation prize,” Senu said.


“That’s just it. A prize. An attractive one to be
sure. If I marry her, no one will be able to take the delivery network away
from me or treat me like Kay did.”


“Unless there’s a new king,” Senu said.


“Who elevates courtiers behind the sabotage on the
expeditions who Nebit didn’t identify before he was executed. If any have survived,
they’ll bide their time and get rid of me.” I sighed. “Frankly, Senu, I think I’m
a prize to Sitba too. She disputes it, but she’s never once said she loves me.
I’m a hero, for now. She loves basking in the attention I receive. But that
attention will fade in time. Even if we’re married…”


“She’ll someday take her favors to whoever becomes the
next hero.”


“Probably,” I said, glancing at Sitba a dozen paces
ahead of me. “That seems to be her nature.”


“But can you turn down a king who offers his daughter?”
Senu asked. “Or survive the fury of a daughter rejected? Quite a dilemma, my
friend. I don’t envy you.”
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The journey to Nekhen was fraught with difficulty. The
king never knew; by preceding the fleet by a day I straightened out every
shortfall of rations or failure to provide the supplies I’d arranged in
advance, so that before the expedition arrived at that night’s camping place
everything was in order. I spent many a sleepless night the three weeks it took
to reach Nekhen. But it wasn’t just logistics that kept me awake. I couldn’t
get Maetkra out of my mind. To my chagrin, I hadn’t been able to connect with her
before I sailed south. She didn’t know I’d advocated with Hemiun for the return
of her delta estate and that the king was considering it. So, I expected that
by the  time I returned from Nekhen she’d have disappeared from Giza for good.
Not knowing about the possibility of regaining her delta estate, there was
nothing to hold her there. I feared I’d seen her for the last time the night of
the banquet. I feared it was time to finally and irrevocably give her up.


I was waiting on the riverbank when the royal barque
arrived and sailors secured it to the mooring posts.


“Everything went perfectly,” Kauit told me after she
descended the gangplank and hugged Maghrab. Maghrab had come with me to serve
as my assistant. Kauit had a slew of handmaids now, as befit her new station,
and hadn’t needed her sister.


“Only the journey home to worry about now,” I replied.
“I need to confirm arrangements at the camping places, repair these boats,
replace tents and chairs and cookware lost or damaged along the way.


“If the return goes as well as the procession has so
far, Khufu will be even happier with you than he already is,” Kauit said. “You’ve
risen high, Ahmes, as you deserve.”


“Not as high as you, Majesty,” I rejoined, in her
native tongue.


She laughed. “You’ll always have a friend at court.”


Just then I glimpsed Sitba emerging from the pavilion.
She hurried down the gangplank and I greeted her.


“Can we go somewhere private enough for me to show you
just how much I’ve missed you?” she asked coquettishly.


I gazed into her dark shining eyes. Something stirred
deep within me. Sitba was a breathtaking woman and I’d caught myself missing
her often these past weeks, especially given my hopeless situation with Maetkra.
Sitba was growing on me. “I know just the place, if you don’t mind a bit of a
walk.”


We hurried arm and arm across the cultivated strip to
the eastern edge of the mud–brick town wall. Past the wall a long slope climbed
towards several terraces jutting from the base of the desert plateau. A wadi
snaked westward up the slope, a well–trod path at its heart. An outcrop of rock
towered beside the path not far from where it gained the flat atop one of the
terraces.


“That’s where we’re going,” I said, pointing to the
outcrop. “You’ll be able to see the entire valley from up there.”


Directly north of the town wall rose a structure
similar to the one erected by King Khasekhemwy at Abdju, just as tall and
ancient and imposing. Some distance from it I spotted a large flat oval of
hard–packed clay, outlined by the remains of a decayed wooden fence. One very
tall weathered pole stood beside what I took to be an entrance. At one end of
the oval was a three–step stone dais. At the opposite end was another tall pole,
much thinner, leaning precariously. A wide ditch edged the oval inside the
remnants of the fence, filled with thousands of whitening animal bones.


“That must have been some kind of offering place in
ancient times,” I told Sitba. “The bones must be from sacrificed animals. It
would have taken centuries for so many to accumulate.”


We continued west to the wadi path and ascended a
gently rising slope towards the upper terrace. The deeply worn path was yellow;
I surmised occasional storms washed clay off the plateau and down the slope all
the way to the river. To left and right of the path were scattered remains of
structures, long ago fallen to ruin, probably some of the settlement’s original
houses. The grass to either side was dried out and sere, the scattered sparse
gnarled trees casting straggly shadows. A few wadis emptied into this major one
from either side. The remains of what looked like fences blocked the openings
of several. Natural pens for animals, I guessed.


We reached the outcrop of rock beside the trail, its
base a jumble of tall boulders, some higher than the top of my head. Worn steps
and handholds wound around its side.


“Let’s have a look,” Sitba said.


She climbed in front of me so I could boost her foot when
necessary and be positioned to catch her if she slipped. At one point we passed
a boat etched on a sheer face of the outcrop. It looked ancient. In moments we
reached the flat top.


Before we even caught our breaths Sitba wrapped her
arms around me and tilted her head back and closed her eyes. I bent and kissed
her. She responded, eagerly, passionately. The sun beat down and the breeze
whipped her long hair about us. I caressed her back with my hand, slid it to
her waist, pulled her close. I felt her heart beating against my chest.


After a very long while we broke apart. “I see you
missed me too,” Sitba said coyly.


“Of course I did,” I said truthfully.


We moved to the edge of the outcrop, sat with our legs
hanging over the side.


The view was spectacular. The sheer face of the
plateau arced from north to south to our right, with three promontories
stabbing into the slope from the terrace at its base. The foundations of a
large mud–brick building and several smaller ones dotted the surface of the terrace.
They looked to me like the remains of an ancient settlement. Perhaps there’d
been two settlements at Nekhen once, one on the heights and another by the
river. Looming over us, at our backs, was a second terrace, edged by what had
once been a plastered reed fence. Bits and pieces of a few colorful images
remained, though for the most part the plaster had crumbled and the reeds decayed.
The images looked like those on very old pottery I’d stumbled across in my
travels. The path we’d trod was a yellow streak winding down the heart of the
wadi all the way to the cultivation. The river beyond sparkled in the sun.
Smoke curled from within the walled town, likely from cookfires. Khasekhemwy’s
structure shone whitely a little outside town. The boats of the fleet bobbed at
anchor, dwarfing the much smaller punts and boats of fishermen and locals. The
walls of Nekhbet, Nekhen’s sister town on the east bank, stood on the far side
of its cultivated strip, and beyond it sere desert rising to the face of the eastern
plateau. Falcons and vultures rode the updrafts between the two plateaus. Horus
and Nekhbet, protectors of kings.


Sitba kissed me again, then leaned back on her elbows,
her face tilted to the sun. “I’ve been very patient with you, Ahmes, waiting for
an answer about our future. I’ve never waited for anyone before. Do you want to
marry me or not?” she asked bluntly.


Our long–delayed conversation. Now unavoidable. The
stakes raised and absolutely clear. “A man would be crazy to turn you down,
Sitba,” I said sincerely. “And I’m not crazy.”


She smiled, sat up, leaned against me, wrapped her
right arm around my waist.


I put my arm around her shoulders. “But we’re moving
so fast. You want us to plunge ahead like there aren’t any consequences if we
try to marry. But there are. And major obstacles. Particularly your father. Before
we decide to take on the world, are you absolutely certain I’m the man for you?”


“Are you holding back because I’ve been with so many
men, Ahmes?” she probed. “Because if you are…”


“Of course not, Sitba,” I interrupted. “Your life
before we met is none of my business. But why choose me instead of one of them?
Why a commoner instead of a royal or courtier?”


“The truth? I never cared a bit about any man before I
met you, Ahmes. I played around because I was rebelling against my fate.”


“To be given away by your father.”


“To a man of his choosing,
not mine, Ahmes. I may be Father’s
favorite, but he still sees me as an object he can use to solidify his
authority in this land. Father controls me, Ahmes. Once he chooses a husband
for me, my husband will. When I dally with men I at least feel I’m in
control of my life, that I’m making my own choices. As untrue as I know that is.”


“I loved a woman who couldn’t control her fate either,”
I commiserated. “We both paid for it.”


“Do you know what absolutely terrifies me, Ahmes? The
likelihood I’ll disappear into the anonymity of the per’aa or an estate once I
marry.” She looked up at me, deadly serious. “I want my life to mean something.”


“You think it can married to me?”


“I was attracted to you at first because you were a
hero, and because you’re so handsome, and because my sisters wanted you and I
didn’t want them to have you,” Sitba admitted. “You stand out in every crowd,
Ahmes. I know we haven’t known each other long. But you have real empathy for
others. I can’t stand the barbarian, but I’ve watched you go out of your way to
help her fit in at court – I don’t know any other man who’d do that. She’s
Father’s wife now partly because of you. You strike me as a man who’d give me a
degree of independence, who’d value me for more than warming your bed or making
your babies.” She looked deep into my eyes. For the first time I noticed flecks
of gold in the brown. “Or am I wrong about you?”


“You’re not,” I replied.


“You told me you want a wife who loves you totally,
madly. I won’t lie to you, Ahmes. I don’t. I can’t. How can I possibly allow myself
to fall in love with you, knowing Father could yank us apart in an instant? I
don’t want him to break my heart. I couldn’t stand it. I need to escape Father first
and trust love will come afterwards. And I do trust it will, with you. If you’ll
take a chance on me.”


She kissed me again, tenderly.


I caressed her cheek with my fingers, brushed the hair
from her face. “I appreciate your honesty, Sitba. I’ll be honest too. I don’t
love you either. Lust after? Absolutely. Do I think I could love you eventually?
Probably.”


“So there we have it,” she said plaintively. “Uncertainty
for us both.”


“Are you truly prepared to take a leap of faith we’ll
eventually find love, Sitba? Knowing there’s an equal chance we’ll find misery?”


“Maybe not equal,” she said seductively, laying her
hand on my thigh. “There’s that ‘lust’ thing, after all. Wait until you see me
in my new dress at the banquet, Ahmes. That might tip the scales. If Maetkra
finishes it in time.”


“Finishes?” That implied Maetkra was at Nekhen. Impossible.
I’d left her behind at Giza. She should still be there, if she hadn’t already disappeared.
“She’s still working on your dress?”


“She better be. She promised it’d be ready for the
banquet.” Sitba shook her head, exasperated. “True, I didn’t commission her until
two days before the expedition left Giza. She said she couldn’t finish before
we headed south. So I insisted she come with us. She had too many commissions
to get them all done before the fleet departed anyway. She’s been sewing night
and day the whole trip. At least, when she wasn’t entertaining Father with her
farfetched family stories.”


I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, ran my hands
through my hair. Was this really happening? I’d thought the way was clear for
me to be with Sitba. But did I still have one last opportunity to change
Maetkra’s mind about us? If I did I couldn’t let it pass. I owed it to myself
to seek her out here at Nekhen and try to convince her to be with me. But I
wasn’t going to sneak around behind Sitba’s back. She deserved to know what I
was doing. She deserved the truth. “Maetkra’s the woman who broke my heart,” I
said gently.


Sitba was shocked. “The seamstress?”


“She’s so much more than that, Sitba. In fact, her
husband left her the finest estate in the delta when he died. Nebit stole it
from her. Vizier Hemiun has asked your father to restore it to her. I have to go
find her in town and tell her, today.”


“Is that all you have to tell her?” Sitba’s eyes
searched mine.


“We were in love a very long time ago,” I admitted. “My
father, Kay, forced her to marry him, even though he knew we loved each other.
After Kay died, Nebit sold Maetkra to her uncle. We were parted for years. But
I never stopped loving her. When we reunited on the last expedition I made it clear
to Maetkra that I wanted to be with her.”


Sitba stiffened. “Which is why you won’t commit to me.”


“Yes. The possibility of resurrecting our love has
held me back from you.”


“I see.” Sitba pressed her lips together firmly, gazed
towards the river. She was hurt.


I felt awful. I didn’t want to hurt Sitba. But Maetkra
meant more to me than she did. “Maetkra has made it clear she wants nothing to
do with me, over and over. There’s something standing between us she won’t tell
me about. Once I tell her about her estate, maybe it’ll break down that wall.”


“And if it does you’ll commit to her instead of me?”


“I honestly don’t know.” I took Sitba’s hand. “Knowing
what it is that’s keeping us apart might not change anything between her and
me. Or it might change everything.” I kissed Sitba’s fingers. “I feel horrible,
doing this to you, Sitba. You don’t deserve for me to treat you this way. If I
hadn’t loved Maetkra for so many years, if she hadn’t been stolen from me by my
father, I’d be fighting for the chance to marry you. But if I don’t resolve my
situation with Maetkra I’ll never be able to give my heart to you. I’ll always
wonder what might have been. So, will you let me?”


“One man with two women to choose from. How nice for
you. When I don’t have a choice.”  Sitba was bitter. Understandably so. She straightened.
“No. That wasn’t the right thing to say, Ahmes. Of course you should talk with
Maetkra, even if it costs me everything. If you love her and she loves you I
won’t stand in your way. What good would it do? But if she doesn’t, Ahmes, you’re
mine. You’re committed to me. We take our leap of faith together. Understand?”


“Yes, Sitba. We take our leap of faith.”


 


 


***


 


 


Sitba and I walked down the wadi path from the outcrop
in silence, both lost in our own thoughts. I could tell she felt betrayed and I
didn’t blame her. I searched for Maetkra for a few hours after Sitba and I
parted but I never found her. At dawn the following day I plunged into my
preparations for the return journey, leaving me no time for anything else. Sitba
wasn’t pleased my situation with Maetkra was still unresolved and that I could
only spare her a random hour or two; I reminded her that the king would never
agree to let us marry unless the expedition concluded flawlessly. If it didn’t
he’d take the network away from me and I’d be a commoner again and she’d be
consigned to Teti. That mollified her somewhat. I didn’t even have time to
attend the ceremony when King Khufu deposited the mace Ankhu had used to
execute the barbarians in the temple at Nekhen, or make further attempts to
locate Maetkra. This morning Sitba had insisted I attend the banquet during
which the king would confirm Ankhu as chief of the Nekhen region. She threatened
she’d make the king order me to attend if I didn’t go willingly. It was the least
I could do to partially atone for the uncertainty I was putting her through.


I waited that evening just outside the entrance of
what was now Ankhu’s audience hall for Sitba to arrive from her nearby room. I
peered for a moment into the hall. It was hot and stuffy, a small and
inadequate version of the king’s at Giza. Senu had a lot of work ahead of him
to make its barren walls presentable. The hall was already crowded with
officials and their women from the nearby valley, as well as the king’s
household and courtiers I’d transported from Giza. Ankhu was holding court near
the front of the room alongside the king, greeting and conversing with
officials who were about to become subservient to him. But I wasn’t going to
walk into that steam bath until I absolutely had to. I studied the dresses worn
by courtiers’ wives and daughters as they passed me and entered the hall; they
put those of the locals to shame. Apparently Maetkra had finished her
commissions in time for the event.


Kauit exited the hall and slipped to my side, fanning
herself.


“Majesty. You’re looking quite well tonight,” I said,
bowing.


“As I should.” She tilted her head towards Ankhu. “I’ve
driven him to great heights, like I vowed – with your assistance, Ahmes. This
position at Nekhen is as much due to me as it is to Ankhu himself.”


“You’ve done even better for yourself.”


“And my child.”


I was astonished. “Child? Really?”


Kauit placed her hand on her belly. “Just think, Ahmes
– me, the mother of a king’s son.”


“Congratulations!”


The king beckoned and Kauit bid me goodbye and reentered
the hall to take her place at his side.


A moment later Sitba approached. She was ravishing,
her dress magnificent – pearls glimmered both on it and a cape draped over her
shoulders. A tasteful selection of jewels glittered at throat and wrist and
waist and ankle and on her fingers. I sensed Maetkra’s influence. Sitba wasn’t
wearing a wig tonight – her curly hair hung nearly to her waist, shining,
lustrous. She bent her head and a young girl placed a garland of fragrant lotus
flowers around her neck.


“You’re gorgeous,” I told her admiringly.


“You can have this, Ahmes,” she said, running a hand
from the top of her head to her knees. “All you have to do is say so.”


“I haven’t talked to Maetkra yet. I’m sorry.”


“Do it tonight, Ahmes. Resolve this.” Her voice was
suddenly hard.


“I will,” I promised.


“I would have moved on to another man by now if anyone
else had treated me this way.”


“I know,” I said contritely.


Two women passed us, chattering loudly, comparing
their dresses.


Sitba leaned close, smiling again, eyes shining. Her
mood had lightened in an instant. “Mine is the best. Don’t you agree?”


“I do,” I said. “No other comes close.”


“And I’m the most beautiful woman?”


“You know you are.”


I offered my arm and she took it and we entered the
audience hall. I saw the fingers of her free hand rise and quickly wipe tears
from her cheeks. Despite outward appearances, the fact I loved Maetkra was
hurting her. I felt bad for Sitba. Tonight I would resolve my situation with
Maetkra, as I’d promised. One way or another.


 


 


***
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As soon as I awoke the morning after Kauit’s marriage I
immersed myself in my work. I’d foolishly committed to making dozens of dresses
for royal women in only a week. My friends rallied around me – I took
measurements and created designs, Khenut and Maghrab and Kemtet and many women
from the House of Weaving obtained supplies and sewed garments, then I performed
fittings and made the final alterations. I began work before dawn every day and
didn’t stop until I was so tired I couldn’t keep my eyes open. In a way it was
a blessing; constant work kept me from thinking about my imminent final separation
from Ahmes. If I’d had any free time I would have thought about him and the
life we could have had and cried out for him with every fiber of my being.
Sometimes at night, when I couldn’t sleep despite complete physical exhaustion,
I climbed to the roof of the per’aa and lay on a reed mat and gazed at the
stars. I relived the expedition I’d been on with Ahmes over and over – our
conversations, his kindnesses, the few times we’d touched. I wished I could
have trapped those days in amber to preserve them forever. Those events were
all part of a past I knew I had to make myself forget if I was ever to have
peace of mind, as impossible as that seemed.


Two days before the expedition to Nekhen was scheduled
to depart Sitba summoned me to her rooms. She’d been one of the few women who
hadn’t ordered a dress the night of the banquet. I knew royal women had been
modeling my creations for each other these past days in the per’aa. I suspected
Sitba now wanted one from me too, at the very last minute.


I dreaded meeting face to face the woman who’d claimed
Ahmes’ heart. It was bad enough to have lost him to her, but to have to serve
her… But I could hardly turn a king’s daughter down, so I dutifully went to
meet her.


She was waiting in a palm–shaded flower garden
surrounding a shallow pool in the area of the per’aa set aside for her. She was
taking her ease in a low leather–bottomed chair beneath a dom palm a few feet
from the water. A fan bearer was swishing an ostrich feather fan steadily
behind her. A servant stood nearby, a young girl. Gold fish wove in and out among
patches of lotus flowers in the pool. I approached, bowing, eyes lowered.


“Look up.” Sitba’s voice was regal, commanding,
unfriendly.


She was gorgeous. If not for her connection to Ahmes I
would’ve relished creating a garment worthy of her.


“You’re the seamstress who’s designing dresses for my
sisters and the women of the per’aa?”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“You designed whatever it was the barbarian
wore?” She said barbarian as if the word was distasteful.


I wasn’t in any position to defend my patron and
friend. “Yes, Majesty, I did.”


“Design a dress for me.”


Sitba was a woman used to getting anything she asked
for. “Of course, Majesty. What do you have in mind?”


“Something eye–catching – but elegant. Something
original. And I don’t want to look like a whore, like the barbarian did.”


I almost smiled. Sitba might be more beautiful than Kauit
but she wasn’t half as bold – of the women in the per’aa, Kauit alone dared
wear a beadnet dress. Kauit’s willingness to take a chance, to stand out, would
always set her apart from everyone else. A reason she was now a wife of the
king. “Yes, Majesty.”


“What now?”


“I’ll take your measurements, and when I return to my room
I’ll construct a mannequin so the dress will match you exactly. Before I leave
I’ll sketch you so I can remember your form and features. In the coming days I’ll
seek the inspiration of the gods to design something appropriate. Then I’ll
create a dress for you and bring it and perform the final fitting.”


“Coming days? I need it before I leave for Nekhen.”


Of course she expected me to drop everything for her.
But I’d made commitments, some of which were to women who outranked her. “Majesty,
that’s not possible,” I said as firmly as I dared. “Many women, including your
older sisters, expect me to finish their dresses before the expedition leaves,
the ones they ordered the night of the banquet. There simply aren’t enough
hours between now and when the fleet departs to make a dress that will do you
justice.”


“I will have a dress,” she said sharply.


“Majesty…”


“You’ll come with us to Nekhen,” Sitba said decisively.
“I’m sure you can squeeze onto one of the servants’ boats. You can work on my
dress as we travel.”


Sitba had inadvertently done me a service. A
tremendous weight lifted from my shoulders. I couldn’t possibly create all the dresses
I’d promised before the fleet left for Nekhen. There wasn’t time. I’d dreaded
informing royal women I’d failed them. Now I wouldn’t have to. I had weeks to
deliver as I’d promised. And, as a bonus, I’d sail far into the upper valley
with the fleet. When it came time for me to disappear I’d be hundreds of miles
south of Uncle’s farm. I’d be able to live somewhere in the valley, in peace,
not in a foreign land or an oasis in the desert. “Of course, Majesty.”


“Good. What if my dress isn’t what I expect?” she
asked.


“Majesty,” I fixed my eyes on Sitba’s, “that’s never
yet happened.”


Sitba looked at me for a moment, then laughed. Her
laugh was like water tumbling in a brook, an appealing sound. She rose from her
chair and moved out of the shade and shed her dress. Her body was magnificent, her
curves accentuated by the play of light and shadow upon her sun–warmed skin. I
could see why Ahmes desired her. Her curly black hair hung nearly to her waist and
she gathered it in both hands and held it atop her head. I moved beside her and
took various measurements, recording them with a reed on a sheet of papyrus
labeled with her name.


“Do you know the barbarian well?” Sitba asked as I worked.


“I sewed for the king’s wife during the expedition, as
well as the guards and other servants who accompanied us. I also served as
healer.”


“What’s the barbarian like?”


I chose my words carefully. It wouldn’t be wise to be
effusive in Kauit’s praise since Sitba clearly didn’t care for her. Yet I wasn’t
about to disparage her either. “Kauit’s intelligent and quite engaging, a quick
learner, not afraid to speak her mind to anyone or challenge stupid men or stupid
ideas. She’s different from us, of course. Wild. But I think she’s a worthy
companion for your father. She certainly transformed your brother.”


“Ankhu has been more focused since they met,” Sitba
mused. “It often falls to us women to make something of our men.”


“Majesty.”


“Do you know anything about the barbarian’s background
before my brother took her as a prize of war?” Sitba probed.


What Kauit had told me of her life and capture was for
my ears alone, and I wouldn’t betray that trust. “Very little, Majesty. I’m
sure she’d welcome your questions, though.”


I made and recorded the last measurement. Sitba’s
servant hurried to dress her again. I put the sheet with the measurements in my
bag and removed several more that were blank. Sitba resumed her seat. A servant
appeared at her elbow with a cup of wine. Sitba took a sip. I settled on the
ground in the shade with my back against the palm and began sketching.


“Did you see Ahmes very often during the expedition?”
Sitba asked.


I tensed. “Yes, Majesty. I served at his fire in the
evenings. I waited on him and on your brother’s craftsman, Senu.” Better to
highlight that relationship than the one with Ahmes. “Senu and I grew up
together in the workers’ village at Dahshur, and I lived in the house next to
his parents in the village at Giza. My mother died when I was born; his mother
Khenut is my milk–mother. I’ve known Ahmes for many years. He delivered stone
from Tura to my Papa, who was an overseer at your father’s harbor at Giza.” It
wouldn’t do to tell Sitba I’d slept in Ahmes’ pavilion, or about my role with his
nightly visitors, or about the games of Senet we’d played, or that I
desperately loved him.


“Do you know anything about the fight with the
traitors?” she asked.


“Yes, Majesty. I was there,” I said matter–of–factly. “I
watched it from the deck of a boat.”


Sitba was appalled. “I hope you didn’t fire a bow like
the barbarian.”


“No, Majesty. I cared for the wounded afterwards.”


“Ahmes arm?”


“I bandaged it. He waited most of the day until all his
men had been cared for to be treated himself.” I didn’t keep admiration from my
voice.


“Did you see him during the fight?”


“Yes, Majesty.” I set aside my first sheet of papyrus
and moved to another vantage point and began a second sketch.


“What was he like in battle?


“Fierce. Magnificent. Cool. Calm,” I replied with
pride, pausing in my work. “No traitor could stand before him. He inspired
those who followed him. His battle plan was brilliant and bold. He defeated a
much larger foe with men who’d never tasted combat.”


“And did my brother have no role?”


“Of course, Majesty,” I said hurriedly, flustered. I’d
gotten carried away, remembering Ahmes. “Without your brother’s leadership of
the bowmen the plan would’ve failed entirely. He and his men brought the
traitors to bay.” Though, in actuality, it had been Kauit who’d forced Ankhu
and his men to stand and fight, and Ahmes who’d single–handedly designed the
strategy that had allowed them to succeed.


Sitba laughed. “Do not worry, Seamstress. I suspect we
both hold the same high opinion of Ahmes.” Sitba rightly feared no competition
from me.


I finished my last sketch and packed my things and
stood.


“Sit for a moment. Have some refreshments before you
go,” Sitba invited, with a smile. A bit of her pretension had faded away.


None of the other royal women or courtiers’ wives had
offered me anything. I took the chair beside Sitba and a servant handed me a
plate with some dates and sweet cakes and poured me a cup of wine.


“Tell me of your life, Seamstress,” Sitba said.


“Simple, compared to yours, Majesty,” I said. “I grew
up in the workers’ village at Dahshur, and then Giza. I worked as a seamstress
in both places. Before Papa became an overseer at the harbor he worked on your
father’s pyramid, and on King Sneferu’s two at Dahshur. My ancestors have
worked on every pyramid, all the way back to King Netjeryket’s at Saqqara. Papa
was killed in an accident some years ago, along with my husband.”


“Your husband worked at the harbor?” Sitba asked.


“Kay, Majesty. He was in charge of transporting everything
that belongs to your father throughout the valley. And mining copper.”


“Wasn’t he a Greatest of Tens?”


“He was, Majesty.”


“You were really his wife?” Sitba asked, as if such a
thing was impossible.


“I resided on his estate in the delta. I established the
royal linen workshop there.”


“Really? You? A woman?”


“I had to overcome the objections of my husband’s
overseers, but, yes, I did.”


“How?”


“I caught them trying to cheat my husband and the
king.”


“You blackmailed them!”


“I did.”


“How did you fall from courtier’s wife to mere
seamstress?”


That she was disparaging me didn’t seem to register
with Sitba. There was no point going into detail – how Nebit had stolen the
estate and workshop from me, how he’d given me to Uncle to use as he saw fit. “After
Kay died I went to live on my uncle’s farm near Meidum. I had nowhere else to
go. It happened that your brother’s expedition was passing near the farm years
later and I encountered Senu and Ahmes. I joined the expedition as seamstress
and healer. There’s little more to tell.” I bit into one of the sweet cakes.


“You went all the way to Abdju?”


“Yes, Majesty.”


“What’s the rest of the valley like?” Sitba asked
eagerly.


“You’ve never traveled, Majesty?”


“To Dahshur and Saqqara and Iunu for ceremonies.
Nowhere else beyond Giza.” There was a trace of hunger in her voice.


“The valley’s a marvelous place,” I said
enthusiastically. For nearly an hour I regaled Sitba with tales of all I’d seen
– the great timeless vistas of river and desert and green fields and
riverbanks, and the land after inundation, and wildlife, and the vessels that
passed up and down the river, and the people who lived along its banks, the estates
and hamlets and towns I’d visited, the ceremonies I’d attended. I told her
about life in the worker’s village, and on a farm, and on a delta estate. Sitba
was truly curious and plied me with question after question and I discovered as
we talked that I actually liked her. I could see why Ahmes had fallen in love
with her. The woman who was so regal and privileged in public was not so
different from me in private. I now knew that when Sitba married Ahmes I’d envy
but never hate her.


One of the king’s servants summoned Sitba.


“How long will my dress take?” she asked as I rose to
depart.


I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ll seek the inspiration of
the gods. It may take a day or it may take many weeks. Who can say? I promise
you’ll have it before we reach Nekhen.”


“I’ll tell you a secret, Seamstress,” Sitba said
confidentially. “I am most enamored of Ahmes. In fact, this dress you’re making
is intended to win his heart for me. I first encountered him here in the per’aa
not long after he’d saved my brother’s life on the barbarian expedition. He was
still recovering from his wound. The moment I looked into his eyes I desired
him. That feeling has grown stronger since. Do you understand the importance I
place on this dress?”


Bad enough that Ahmes was to be Sitba’s. I had to help
her win him, as I’d helped Kauit win the king. But what choice did I have? “Yes,
Majesty. I’ll do my best, with the gods’ help.”


“See that you do. Whatever you need, send word to my
maidservant and she’ll see that you have it. Nothing is too costly.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


 


 


***


 


 


Satamun appeared at the serving women’s campfire near
the riverbank one morning just as I was finishing breakfast. We were ten days
into our journey to Nekhen. I’d been assigned to a boat with a host of other
servants, my belongings packed in a large wooden chest stuffed with linen and
beads and thread and sheets of papyrus inked with dozens of dress designs. I’d sewed
by day as we sailed south, visiting courtiers in camp and royal women on the
king’s barque every evening to perform final fittings. Compared to how hard I’d
been working before we left Giza and Sitba had ordered me to come on the royal
procession, my life was almost leisurely. My vessel was ordinary, the fare
simple in comparison to that enjoyed by courtiers and royals, my bed a pallet
in a tent on the riverbank, but I wasn’t complaining. Not only was I doing what
I loved, but I was being carried far south of the dangerous part of the valley.
We’d passed Meidum and the region of Uncle’s farm a week ago; I’d stayed out of
sight and avoided detection. I had a definite plan now – once we reached Nekhen
I’d steal away and head for Waset or maybe even Abu. And then create a new
life. I supposed I’d marry some day – I had a responsibility to pass the
talisman dangling around my neck to a son or daughter. I’d wished for so long
their father could be Ahmes, but that wasn’t going to happen. I couldn’t help
thinking how different my life would have been if Kay hadn’t died. By now,
surely, I’d have given him a living child and would be residing on his estate
and still making linen for the royals. But the falcon god had sent me in a
different direction. I had to trust he’d work things out for me wherever I
ended up. Unless, of course, my usefulness to him over, I was now and forever on
my own. Who knew what was in the mind of a god?


“Assemble your belongings, Maetkra,” Satamun said. “This
porter will carry them to the king’s barque.” She pointed to a man hovering
nearby.


“King’s barque?”


“Kauit’s desperate,” Satamun confided. “King Khufu is
bored. She’s run out of stories to tell him. Everyone in the king’s household
has been counting on her to keep him entertained. She says you have stories
going back to ancient times.”


“He’ll consider them fables, I’m afraid,” I said. “He’ll
be disappointed.”


“On the contrary. Kauit’s teased Khufu with parts of a
few tales you told her. You’re being summoned by the king himself.”


I followed Satamun to the royal barque, feet dragging
and heart pounding. I’m supposed to entertain the
most powerful man on the face of the earth? A living god? What if he doesn’t
like my stories? What if I bore him? What will happen to me then?


I’d never seen a vessel as large or richly appointed
or crowded. Satamun led me towards a huge pavilion that occupied the center section
of the barque, in front of a cabin I assumed housed the king and his immediate
family. We dodged numerous sailors making preparations for departure,
responding to the captain’s bellowed orders. There were more oarsmen than I
could count. Servants were bustling everywhere, and porters lugging wooden
boxes. A dozen girls were carrying containers of food prepared overnight aboard
the kitchen boat for the midday meal. Porters were carrying heavy jars of wine
and beer.


“Maetkra?”


I turned. Ankhu was hurrying towards me, smiling.


“Majesty.” Sakaherka and I both bowed.


“So, the night of the banquet wasn’t goodbye after
all!” he exclaimed with delight.


“Your sister ordered me to come on the procession so I
can finish her dress for your confirmation,” I explained.


“For once I’m glad for Sitba’s vanity,” he said. “There
are too few friendly faces on this barque. Where have you been hiding up to
now?”


“On a servants’ boat,” I replied. “The king just summoned
me to tell him stories.”


“Another talent, Maetkra? A seamstress and healer and
teacher and mistress of an estate and overseer of a royal workshop and now a
storyteller?”


“Don’t forget farmer and fisher and brick maker and
hunter and cook,” I laughed.


“I apparently still have much to learn about you.”


Ankhu escorted me to the pavilion. Satamun pointed to
a cushion set aside for me beside the king’s throne. The porter placed my
wooden chest next to it. Ankhu took a chair at the corner of the pavilion, as
far from the throne as possible.


“I try to keep my distance from Father and his new wife,”
he explained.


“I understand completely, Majesty,” I said
sympathetically. I would have done everything in my power to avoid seeing Ahmes
with Sitba every day too, had they both been on this vessel. But I supposed one
couldn’t avoid a king, especially if he was your father.


I gazed at my surroundings. From the number of
cushions and leather–bottomed chairs I assumed most of the royal family spent their
day under this pavilion. Its top and sides were of beautifully–decorated leather,
not the reed mats I was used to. The sides were currently rolled up and tied at
the top to take advantage of the breeze sweeping across the deck. Oarsmen on
our boat were settling onto their rowing benches. Courtiers were hurrying from camp
to the gangplanks of their boats, each of which was a beehive of activity. One
of Ahmes’ crews was waiting patiently on shore, ready to disassemble last
night’s camp and load it onto their boats once we were underway. As always,
tonight’s camp would be waiting for us when we arrived, already assembled, with
food cooking on dozens of hearths. Between fine barques and supply boats, there
had to be more than twenty vessels in our fleet. I marveled that Ahmes had been
able to put this royal procession together so quickly and that, so far, nothing
had marred the journey.


While waiting for the king to appear I opened my chest
and took out a dress I’d made for Khentetka, Djedfre’s wife. I had much work to
do and little time to waste. This dress needed a few alterations after last
night’s fitting. I was intently stitching the garment when I sensed someone
beside me and looked up. Kauit.


“Majesty!” I cried, setting the dress aside and
getting to my feet, then bowing. “What have you done to me?”


“Don’t be afraid of the king,” Kauit said. “He loves
stories. You have good ones. Think of him as a neighbor who needs cheering up.”


“A neighbor to whom all of this belongs,” I said,
sweeping my arm across barque and river and valley.


Kauit laughed. “How’s my dress for the ceremony at Nekhen
coming along? And, more importantly, will any of the rest in that chest of
yours be better?”


“Mine, perhaps?”


Sitba slipped into the pavilion, trailed by many of
her sisters and brothers and courtiers and their wives. I bowed to them all. I
knew every one of the women now, from having worked on their commissions. They
smilingly greeted me. Not one whose dress was finished had been disappointed. I
whispered a quick prayer to the falcon god that Sitba wouldn’t ask to see hers.
For it didn’t yet exist. I still awaited inspiration. So far it was being
frustratingly elusive. Probably because of her connection to Ahmes. “As to
whose dress is better others must judge, Majesty. I only aim to make a dress
for each woman that shows her to best advantage.”


“Well said.”


I recognized the voice, spun around, dropped to my
knees, lowered my eyes. The king himself had snuck up on me.


“Stand,” Khufu commanded, then seated himself.
Immediately his fan bearer began to wave her ostrich feathers behind him. He
regarded me pensively. “My Lady Maetkra. I first met you when Kay brought you
to a banquet, to show you off. The night I suggested you start a royal
dressmaking workshop.”


“Correct, Majesty.”


Khufu sighed. “For too short a time Kay was one of the
Greatest of Tens, one of my closest and best counselors. I never would have
guessed that night that years later you’d discover villainous grave robbers and
heal my son’s wounded soldiers and ferret out the traitor Nebit.”


“And I wouldn’t have guessed I’d be telling you
stories on the royal barque, Majesty.” I glanced sidewise at Kauit.


Khufu peered at me. “I gave you a collar of gold in my
audience hall. Yet you wear something odd and nondescript about your neck
instead. Why?”


“Therein lies my first story, Majesty,” I said, collecting
myself. I slipped the talisman over my head and handed it to Khufu.


He fingered it. “Odd material. Not quite metal. Not
quite stone.” He turned it over several times, studied it closely.


“I am the one hundred sixty–seventh person to bear
this talisman,” I said. “It was given to my ancestress, a woman named Aya,
nearly three thousand years ago.” I paused for dramatic effect. “By the falcon
god himself.”


I heard snickers from the courtiers and royals. Why
should they believe me? It sounded ludicrous, even to me. But the falcon god
had sent me a dream featuring Kauit that had come true in every detail. That I
was telling a story to the king right now was proof of that. I didn’t doubt the
falcon god was real anymore, as I had for so many years, or the veracity of my
stories. And I didn’t care what anyone else thought about them.


Khufu gave me the talisman. “Please, sit,” he said. “I’ve
been told many tales over the years, Maetkra, but none purported to be so old.”


I seated myself on the cushion, facing him, replaced
the talisman around my neck. “My story begins when Aya was twelve years old,
barely a woman, Majesty,” I began. “The deserts that lie east and west of this
river valley were not yet desert in those days. They were savannah, lush with
grasses during the rainy season, alive with herds of aurochs and oryx and
gazelles and elephants and giraffes. Aya’s band moved across the savannah in an
endless cycle, gathering whatever foodstuffs they stumbled across, trailing and
hunting herds of game animals for many months at a time, descending into this
uninhabited valley in season and harvesting the grasses that grew wild along
the river bottom, returning afterwards to the savannah, over and over and over.


“When Aya was a very young child her band had encountered
another that had traveled to the savannah from somewhere north and east,
perhaps Retenu, perhaps elsewhere. The women and men from the two bands intermarried.
The second band was herding a few cattle and sheep and goats – how they’d come
by them the story doesn’t say. They also had emmer and barley seed and the
knowledge of how to make it grow. So, Aya’s band settled down on the savannah along
with the other and attempted to become herders and farmers, the first in that
entire land.


“They prospered for a time. But then the rains failed
for many years in a row. Grain wouldn’t grow. The animals – those that survived
the drought – became weak. Aya’s band was about to abandon their new lifestyle
and return to their hunting and gathering ways. But one night, while Aya was
ranging far afield by herself searching for foodstuffs, a great fireball
flashed across the sky, turning night to day. It smashed into the earth miles
away from Aya, so powerfully the ground shook and the prairie burst into flame.
Terrified and curious, Aya sat up all night, wide awake, watching the distant fire
burn itself to ashes. The very next morning, at dawn, a falcon appeared high in
the sky, circling directly over Aya’s head. It flew south a ways, then
returned, and kept repeating until Aya followed.


“The falcon led Aya for half a day across the plains
until she reached a crater gouged into the earth. In that crater she found this
talisman. But the falcon was not done with her. He continued to lead Aya many
miles farther south to the banks of a magnificent lake, so large she couldn’t
see its far side. The shores of the lake were fertile and well–watered. Aya
returned to her band and convinced her people to follow her back to the lake. They
planted the last of their seed and turned their beasts loose on the lush
bottomlands. Their animals and crops prospered. Aya had saved them. In time,
other bands came to the lake, and Aya taught them to farm and herd. Aya herself
became patriarch of her band and ruled it for many decades.”


I heard a few disbelieving mutters. Kauit simply
smiled.


“Centuries later, when the savannah began to dry, Aya’s
descendants migrated to this valley, the first people to settle along the river,
bringing farming and herding with them. Ever since Aya’s time the falcon has
been the god of my family. And for the past fifteen hundred years, he’s been
the god who protected the men who ruled this valley too. But how that came to
pass is another tale entirely.”


Many courtiers had crept closer as I was speaking.
Skeptical they might be, but they were interested.


“Well told, Maetkra!” King Khufu said
enthusiastically.


An aide leaned close to the king, whispered to him.


“I must attend to local officials,” he announced. “I’ll
want a story or two from you every day from now on. Kauit says you have enough
to keep me entertained all the way to Nekhen.”


“I’ll do my best, Majesty,” I promised.


“From now on you’ll travel on the royal barque. I want
you close by at all times.” Khufu addressed his aide. “See to it.”


“Yes, Majesty.”


Relieved and happy, I rose from my cushion, gathered
up my chest, then backed away from the king, bowing repeatedly.


Kauit followed me from the pavilion.


Out of sight of the king, I let out a deep breath.
Sweat was running down my spine and my heart was pounding. Somehow, I’d
survived.


“You can sleep with my handmaids,” Kauit said. “They
share a small covered area on deck, near the king’s cabin. You can work there
too.” Unexpectedly, she hugged me. “I’m glad you’ll be nearby to talk to.”


“You seem to have plenty of companions ever since your
marriage,” I observed. “You’re the most popular woman in the king’s household
now.”


“True. But you’re the only woman I know who’s truly
interested in me for myself, not angling for a position for herself or her
husband. That’s a true blessing, Maetkra, having an actual friend.”


 


 


***


 


 


“That’s Nekheb,” Sakaherka told Kauit and Kemtet and me,
pointing to the eastern plain. We were standing together along the barque’s
rail. Sakaherka was holding Kemtet’s – and his – son Ahmes in his arms, and she
was holding their infant daughter.


“The home of Nekhbet, the vulture goddess of the upper
valley who protects the king,” Kauit said.


“Correct, Majesty,” I said.


“And there on the west bank is the town of my birth,
Nekhen,” Sakaherka said proudly.


“The settlement of the falcon god, Horus, who’s
watched over the rulers of the valley since before there were kings,” Kauit
added.


My fingers strayed to my talisman. “Right again.”
Though my family’s god had not been known as Horus when my ancestors first
carried him here.


I was extremely relieved we’d finally reached Nekhen. Earlier
today I’d exhausted my inventory of stories. King Khufu now knew about Aya and
Qen, and Tiaa and Ankhmare and Qar, and Amenia and Nykara and Bakist and Abar,
and Sety and Matia and Scorpion, and Djem and Ashayt and Tia and Narmer and Aha
and Benerib, and Merneith and Den. Now I didn’t have to worry about
disappointing him anymore. And I no longer regarded him with the fear I’d had
that first day. Although I knew Khufu was a god, the living Horus, he’d become
far more human to me. It didn’t hurt that he’d taken a liking to me. For the
past several weeks he’d invited me to sew in his pavilion after I told my
stories. I suspected the reason why. That the king enjoyed being in the company
of beautiful women was no secret. He clearly considered me one. His wives had
learned to tolerate his desires and his concubines, and so they’d tolerated me.
Kauit, of course, had welcomed my presence.


We anchored along the western riverbank. The rest of
the fleet put in to shore as well, taking up a considerable stretch both behind
and past us. I could hardly contain my excitement, knowing my ancestors had
lived at Nekhen and played an important part in its history. I couldn’t wait to
see how its physical remains matched the descriptions in my family’s stories.


“Nekhen lies within those mud–brick walls, on the
desert beyond the edge of cultivation,” Sakaherka informed us, pointing past a
half–mile wide strip covered with stubble, its emmer recently harvested. “There’s
a per’aa inside the walls, erected by the first king, Narmer, on the site of
one even older. There’s a stone shrine to Horus, too, erected by King
Khasekhemwy. His replaced a simple mud–brick shrine dating from Horus Narmer’s
reign. Narmer’s replaced an ancient one, more accurately a celebration ground, a
quarter mile beyond the town walls at the edge of the original settlement.”


 “Nekhen was once the most important settlement in the
entire valley,” I told the others. “In fact, it was the first locale large
enough to be called a settlement. Originally, thousands of years ago, small
bands occupied the plains along the river here, each ruled by its own patriarch,
each in a camp separate from the camps of other bands. Eventually, women and
men in the bands intermarried and the camps grew closer together until they all
merged into a hamlet and then grew into a settlement. The bands’ patriarchs
became the settlement’s elite, and they appointed one of their number to rule
over them.


“As Nekhen grew, because the land was so bountiful,
not everyone was needed to tend crops. So specialists began to perform certain
tasks, supported by farmers – brewers, potters, hunters, herders, weavers,
fishermen, many more. A series of workshops sprang up, overseen by patriarchs,
who provided craftsmen with food and clothing and shelter in return for their
products. Nekhen became powerful, and in time Nekhen’s ruler was acknowledged
by the patriarchs of every other village and hamlet in this region as theirs. One
of my ancestors was present when that ruler assumed control. Her name was Tiaa.”


“Back then, Nekhen was actually two settlements – one
located roughly where the town is today, and another, directly west, on the
heights at the base of the plateau,” Sakaherka said.


A great wadi climbed gradually for almost a mile from
the river to several terraces backed by a rocky sheer–walled cliff that loomed
over the valley. The land on either side of the wadi was unruly, covered with
clumps of wild grasses, dotted with a few groves of leafless acacia trees, cut
by gullies and wadis slicing north and south and intersecting the wide main wadi.
It was streaked with yellow clay washed off the plateau during rainstorms. A
deeply worn path wound upwards through its heart. Near the top of the path the
wadi narrowed and the ground rose high on each of its flanks, forming two
promontories or terraces. Near the rightmost promontory, next to the wadi path,
stood a tall flat–topped outcrop of rock, perhaps twenty feet high and ten feet
across.


“See the terrace closest to the outcrop?” Sakaherka
asked. “That’s the ruler’s cemetery. Once there were magnificent wooden
funerary halls there, though they’ve fallen to ruin. In a sense, that terrace
was a predecessor for Saqqara and Meidum and Dahshur and Giza. The structures
originally built there in reed the kings now duplicate in stone. As for
commoners and elites, they lie on the low desert both north and south of town, beneath
countless mounds and depressions.”


Some of which were the graves of my ancestors. Supposedly,
somewhere on those heights near the ruler’s cemetery, was a kiln where two
women who’d borne the talisman before me, Tiaa and Amenia, had created exquisite
pottery. “My family stories said there was an island at Nekhen,” I told
Sakaherka.


“The outwash from the plateau probably filled the
channel between riverbank and island centuries ago,” he replied. “It rarely
rains here, but when it does water pours off the plateau and washes yellow clay
down the wadi. It’s happened twice in my life. A horrible mess. The wadi path
was impassable for weeks both times.”


Kauit pointed to a massive mud–brick structure a bit
outside town, its thirty–foot high niched walls shining whitely wherever its
coating of plaster remained. “That looks like the building we saw at Abdju.”


“Also erected by King Khasekhemwy,” I said.


“This one’s slightly smaller,” Sakaherka said. “It’s
two hundred twenty feet long and one hundred eight–five wide and the walls are
sixteen feet thick at their base. No one’s sure why the king built it. Because
a red granite lintel is part of the structure, decorated with scenes of the
king dressed for a Heb–Sed, some believe it was erected for his rejuvenation
festival in the thirtieth year of his reign. Some say it was a funerary
structure, that he originally intended to be buried here at Nekhen. But he’s actually
buried at Abdju.”


“Why structures at both places?” Kauit asked.


“The years between Narmer’s successors and King
Khasekhemwy’s time are shadowy,” Sakaherka replied. “Writing hadn’t fully
developed yet, and if there were written records of the kings’ reigns they’ve
disappeared. Some believe the valley split apart, its fragile unity broken, that
the North and South were ruled by rival kings. Khasekhem, as he was originally known,
was supposedly one of those kings, ruling the South from Nekhen.”


“‘Khasekhem’ means ‘the power appears,’” I told Kauit.


“So he may have intended to be buried here, within
that enclosure, as King of Nekhen,” Sakaherka said. “But when he defeated his
rival and reunited the valley he changed his name and built a new enclosure and
tomb at Abdju, so he could rest alongside Narmer and the earliest kings.”


“‘Khasekhemwy’ means ‘the two powers appear,’”
I said.


“Or, he could have raised the structure when he
reunified the land for a massive celebration. What better place than the town
of the patron god of our kings, Horus of Nekhen,” Sakaherka said. “One thing’s
for certain. Khasekhemwy’s tomb and two enclosures earn him the right to be
called the first great builder king. This structure, the smaller, consists of nearly
five million mud bricks. Everything his son King Netjeryket, and King Sneferu
and King Khufu, took for granted in terms of marshalling manpower and obtaining
and delivering and using materials, Khasekhemwy had to invent from nothing. The
only difference is he built in mud and they all built in stone.”


“And yet, his mud remains,” I said solemnly.


 


 


***


 


 


“You’re to come with us when Khufu deposits his mace
inside the god’s shrine tomorrow, Maetkra,” Kauit announced, stepping into the tiny
room I was sharing with Maghrab in Ankhu’s new per’aa. Some of the previous
chief’s servants had been kicked out to make room for us.


The per’aa was very old and very small and extremely shabby,
especially in comparison to the king’s at Giza. Maghrab and I weren’t the only
visitors sharing a tiny space. Ankhu had kept Senu busy since the moment he first
toured the interior making a rough plan to redecorate its various rooms,
beginning with the audience hall, as well as a large number of rooms Ankhu
intended to add to the structure. When completed, Ankhu expected the per’aa to
be a worthy residence for an overseer of the South, his future position.


“Me? Are you sure?”


“Your stories about Nekhen piqued my husband’s interest,
Maetkra. So many were about Nekhen. He wants you along in case anything he sees
in the shrine brings a question to mind. Sakaherka’s coming too. He was born here
and worked in the shrine and knows all there is to know about it. Or so he
claims.” Kauit smiled wryly. “There’s going to be a large procession from
outside the town walls to the shrine. All the members of the king’s household
and courtiers who came with us and local officials and priests and wives and
such will be included. But only the king and Ankhu and me and you and Sakaherka
and Sitba are going to enter the shrine itself. It’s a great honor, Maetkra.”


“Sitba?” I’d purposefully avoided her since we’d arrived
at Nekhen. I still hadn’t finished her dress, despite my promise to the contrary.
Though I was close.


“She’s the king’s favorite daughter. She insisted.”
Kauit put her hand on my forearm. “I know. I don’t like being around her any
more than you do.”


Everyone who was going to participate in the
procession was milling about at the edge of cultivation when I joined them the
next morning. The ankle–high stubble in the adjacent field reminded me of the
back–breaking labor I’d endured during harvest at Uncle’s farm. Whatever
happened from here on, I vowed I’d never be trapped on a farm again. I
positioned myself near the head of the procession. Ankhu was lugging the large
earthenware jar of barbarian penises; Ani, Keeper of the Shrine of Horus, those
of the traitors killed in battle or executed at Giza. Sakaherka was gingerly cradling
the king’s mace.


King Khufu appeared, dressed in full ceremonial
regalia, attended by a sandal bearer and fan bearers and Kauit and Sitba. Kauit,
on the king’s right, beckoned and I moved just behind her, ahead of Ankhu and
Sakaherka and Sitba. Ani, on the king’s left, nodded to a group of women. They launched
into an ancient chant honoring Horus, at the same time slapping together ivory
clappers to set a beat. Led by a contingent of priests, we moved through the
gate in the mud–brick town wall, along a narrow lane lined with houses and
storage huts and various mud–brick buildings. I was disappointed by Nekhen;
instead of the thriving settlement of five thousand residents I’d expected it
was a village of about one thousand. Nekhen had declined significantly over the
centuries. If not for its importance as the home of the falcon god, and that
god’s connection to kings, it probably would have disappeared entirely. The lane
was edged on both sides by townspeople and local farmers and their families,
all dropping to their knees as the king passed. I heard cries of “Barbarian!”
and “Neith!” Khufu seemed pleased; Kauit smiled in acknowledgement; Sitba
scowled darkly.


I glimpsed the per’aa down a side street, built of mud–brick,
its walls niched and plastered.


“How old is the per’aa?” Kauit asked.


“King Narmer built it at least four hundred years ago,
shortly after he unified the valley, Majesty. It replaced an even older one,”
Sakaherka said.


“Built by a ruler named Aboo. Narmer used to stay in his
per’aa when he made his annual progressions up the valley along with his court,”
I added.


“Progressions like ours?” Kauit asked.


“Far more important, Majesty. The land’s unity was new
and fragile, so instead of residing permanently at his capital, Ineb–hedj,
Narmer traveled constantly, showing himself to the people, reminding those he’d
put in charge of settlements and regions and estates that he was their king. Face
to face contact was his way of holding the valley together. And making sure regional
leaders delivered to him what he was due.”


Horus’ shrine came into view ahead of us, simple,
rectangular, made of small limestone blocks. It crowned an eight–foot high oval
mound of ritually clean white sand encased by a wall of sandstone blocks, in
the angle where the south and west town walls intersected.


“Khasekhemwy built this shrine atop the remains of a mud–brick
shrine erected by Narmer,” Sakaherka said.


Those of us who were to enter the structure ascended stone
steps to the top of the mound. The chantresses spread out on either side of the
shrine’s entrance, reciting and clapping. Everyone else arranged themselves in
a semicircle abutting the base of the mound’s wall. Young girls bearing
sunshades stepped behind members of the king’s household to keep them cool. Ani
led those of us participating in the ceremony into the dark coolness of the
shrine.


“The shrine has five rooms,” Ani said. He led us down
a short corridor, stopped in front of an open doorway. “We’ll make the deposits
in this one, Majesty.”


We entered. Linen wicks burned in bowls of oil,
illuminating a jumble of magnificent treasures, offerings to the god from past
kings and rulers. I glimpsed maces, ivory statuettes, stone statues, cylinder
seals, faience figurines, pottery in three ancient styles – black–topped, polished–red
with images in white, buff–colored with images in brown. Gold glittered. I stared,
awed, overwhelmed, at objects from a dozen of my family’s stories, each exactly
as described.


“It’s so cluttered,” Khufu observed.


“But such magnificent clutter!” I exclaimed, excited. “See
these dozens of maces, Majesty? Remember the story I told about my ancestress
Ashayt witnessing Narmer’s coronation as king here at Nekhen after he unified
the valley? How he ordered the patriarchs of towns and the rulers of small
kingdoms who owed him fealty to deposit their maces, the signs of their
authority, at his feet? These are those very maces!”


“Who’s this?” Sitba asked, pointing to two statues of
a seated king, one made of slate, one of limestone.


“King Khasekhem, wearing the White Crown,” Sakaherka
replied. “The statues commemorate the king putting down an insurrection. See
these limp and contorted enemies etched on the bases of the statues? The
papyrus protruding from their heads means they were from the delta. The numeral
indicates the number of dead.”


“The king reunified the valley after it had been
divided. That’s when he changed his name to Khasekhemwy,” I said.


“And built his funerary structure in Abdju,” Kauit added.


“This is the mace of King Scorpion, who preceded
Narmer as Tjeni’s ruler,” Sakaherka told us, grasping a wooden shaft to which a
substantial pear–shaped limestone macehead was affixed. “He was the second of
his name to rule Tjeni.”


“Tjeni? Narmer didn’t rule here at Nekhen?” Kauit
asked.


“Tjeni was the most powerful settlement in the valley
in those days. It had superseded Nekhen centuries earlier. Tjeni’s king,
Narmer, forged an alliance with Nekhen. That freed him to stop worrying about
his southern border and turn his attention to the north so he could unify the
valley,” Sakaherka said.


“All these scorpions on vessels and figurines, and the
inscriptions, refer to Narmer’s predecessor?” Kauit queried.


“They do.” Sakaherka slowly revolved the mace. “This macehead
tells us much about the king. See the image of Scorpion opening an irrigation
ditch? Making sure crops grew was an important function of the ruler in those
days. See these plovers hanging by their necks from standards? They indicate
the people’s powerlessness in comparison to the king, their inability to escape
their fates, their humiliation. The bows hanging from the standards represent
the valley’s external enemies. Scorpion’s absolute dominance is indicated by
his towering stature. And this…” – he picked up a second mace – “belonged to
King Narmer himself.” He handed it to Khufu.


The king studied the macehead carefully, seemingly
awed. “I don’t understand half of what’s written on it.”


Sakaherka nodded. “Writing was extremely primitive in
Narmer’s time, limited mostly to names of estates and such etched on labels
attached to storage jars. No sentences.”


“No written stories?” Khufu asked.


“No, Majesty.”


“I’m glad I didn’t live back then.”


“It’s hard to know the exact meaning of the writing on
this macehead after so many centuries,” Sakaherka continued. “I studied it extensively
when I lived here, so here’s my best guess. The central scene is King Narmer
himself, seated beneath a pavilion, wearing the Red Crown. The goddess Nekhbet is
flying overhead, protecting him. A woman is being presented to him – I believe
it’s Neith–hotep, his wife. If so, this macehead may commemorate their
marriage, which sealed the union of Tjeni with her town, Nubt, and led to
Nekhen joining Narmer’s alliance, which made unification possible. The four men
carrying standards probably refer to settlements that owed fealty to Narmer when
he ruled only Tjeni. The cattle and sheep and men seem to mark a census of the
land. And, of course, the sandal–bearer and fan–bearers are obvious – they
support the notion that Narmer was a king. The bird perched on a shrine–like
structure may refer to Wadjet’s shrine at Pe and Dep, referring to Narmer’s newly–gained
control over the delta.”


“And there,” I pointed, “is Narmer’s name, in a serek,
with Horus perched atop it. The serek shows a building with niched walls, just
like the per’aa here at Nekhen.”


Kauit pointed to a two–foot tall black siltstone
palette leaning against a wall. “What’s that?”


“A cosmetic palette, created by Narmer, to commemorate
his victory over a rebellious delta leader who’d disavowed the fealty he’d
given years earlier, the very last act in the valley’s unification,” Sakaherka
said.


“What can you tell me about it?” Khufu asked.


Sakaherka picked it up. “Here on the top are two
images of the goddess Bat, flanking Narmer’s name in a serek. The palette is
dominated by Narmer wearing the White Crown, his fingers entwined in a captive’s
hair, his mace raised to smite him. The king’s sandal–bearer stands behind him.
To the right is Horus, standing atop the head of a captive with papyrus growing
from his back, an obvious reference to the delta. At the bottom are two
enemies, fleeing.” Sakaherka turned the palette over. “Here’s Bat again,
flanking the serek. The second register shows the sandal bearer following
Narmer. This time he wears the Red Crown and carries a flail in his right hand
and a mace in his left. He’s marching behind four men carrying standards of regions
who owe him fealty, towards ten men lying on the ground with their cut–off heads
resting between their legs, nine of them with their penises atop their heads.
They represent the enemies Narmer slew in the final battle.”


“Majesty, my husband Kay believed Narmer fought that
battle on his delta estate,” I interjected.


“One I seized from the traitor Nebit?”


“Yes, Majesty.” That Kay had given to me and Nebit had
stolen. “There’s one particular spot on the turtleback that everyone avoids. It’s
supposedly where Narmer smote the traitor. Some claim the traitor’s ka still
wanders there at night.”


“Fascinating,” Kauit said.


Sakaherka continued. “In the third register two lions
with very long entwined necks outline a circular depression that could be used
to grind cosmetics; each lion is controlled by a lion tamer. At the very bottom
of the palette is the king in the guise of a bull trampling a man, and the
walled town he conquered. Narmer was the last king to be portrayed as an
animal.”


“Priests used to carry the palette ahead of Narmer in
processions during his lifetime,” I said. “It was deposited here after his
death.”


“These objects,” the priest Ani interrupted, “represent
what has happened in the valley, what is happening, and what will always
happen. They portray rulers as towering figures, far mightier than common men. The
images of prisoners and crushed enemies define our people as superior to all
others.”


 “The hieroglyphs on these objects are crude and
primitive and hard for us to understand,” Sakaherka added, “but the scenes aren’t.
They clearly illustrate kingship – not just the ruler enthroned and holding
court and moving about the land in the guise of birds and bulls and catfish,
but images of power and aggression. Even the earliest figures have the same accoutrements
as you, Majesty – crowns, sticks, maces, distinctive royal
dress. The king is always larger than everyone else, sits on a throne, is
accompanied by body servants and standard bearers. Every figure is drawn
and posed exactly how it’s composed today – that’s how ancient the style is
that our craftsmen still follow.”


“Based on these images of executions and mutilated
captives and breaking down mud–brick town walls, unifying the valley must have
been a bloody business,” Kauit said.


“Surprisingly, no,” I replied. “Thousands of years
ago, before anyone had permanently settled in this valley, bands from savannahs
east and west used to visit the river annually to harvest grasses that grew wild
beside it. Many men and women from those bands intermarried during those months,
the women returning to the savannah with their new bands, taking with them
their culture and way of life and gods. Because of this millennial–long
blending, eventually every band had at least something in common with every
other. When the savannahs dried out and farmers began to live year–round in the
valley that intermixing continued at an accelerated rate – anyone could travel anywhere
easily, thanks to the river. All they needed was a boat. When Nekhen became the
mightiest settlement in the valley, its rulers purposefully exported their
culture and gods and way of life to nearby settlements and the Far North, as a
prelude to unification. Why, men and women from Nekhen and Tjeni even
established settlements in the delta for that reason. Long before unification
this valley had a common culture and language and set of beliefs. All it lacked
was one man to seize control as its sole leader.”


“Narmer,” Khufu said.


“He was born Menes, in Tjeni,” I said. “He succeeded
Scorpion, the second of that name, as its king. Tjeni was the dominant power in
the valley at that time, exercising control over the neighboring kingdom of
Nubt and as far north as the eastern delta, where Tjeni had established
colonies centuries before. Nekhen was still independent, but Tjeni had been
blocking its access to trade in the North for centuries, leading to Nekhen’s
decline. As soon as he became king, Menes sent his brother, Djem, to the delta
to propose establishment of a valley–wide trade network designed to ultimately
lead to unity. Djem spent years trying to get everyone in the North to agree.


“When the king of Nekhen died, leaving no heir, Menes decided
it was time for him to set unification in motion. He threatened to invade
Nekhen unless its elites recognized him as their king. Being vulnerable, they
did. He then married Neith–hotep, the daughter of Nubt’s ruler, assuring himself
a source of gold and consolidating his rule over the entire South. Shortly
afterwards, a kingdom in the west delta centered at its largest settlement, Pe,
tried to seize control of the river at the foot of the delta, where Ineb-hedj
is located today, and choke off trade. Pe’s ruler demanded that Menes
acknowledge him as sovereign. Instead, Menes went to war and defeated him and
his coalition and forced the villages and settlements of the west delta to
recognize him as king of the entire valley. They agreed, but the price was
steep for my ancestress, Ashayt. Menes ordered her to marry Pe’s new ruler,
Semer, to secure his fealty. That marriage broke Ashayt’s heart, for she loved
Djem and he loved her.”


“How sad,” Kauit said.


“Djem never forgave his brother Menes. Despite their estrangement,
Menes appointed Djem ‘first after the king,’ a position equivalent to today’s
vizier, as well as high priest of Ptah, and ordered him to establish what is
now Ineb–hedj to control river traffic at the intersection of the delta and
upper valley. Djem expanded the harbor and erected tall white walls around the
existing warehouses and threshing yards and slaughterhouses that had been
serving nearby delta estates for centuries. That’s when Kay’s ancestors first
got involved in delivering materials and food on behalf of Menes, housing and
shipping raw materials such as flint and copper that the delta farms needed,
storing the produce from both the Nile delta and the valley for distribution
throughout local communities.


“After a few years Semer rose up in rebellion against
Menes. He had delusions of ruling the valley himself. Ashayt sent a messenger to
Djem to warn him that Semer was going to seize Ineb-hedj and the king’s
storehouses full of grain and weapons and foodstuffs, which would have crippled
Menes and made the valley’s elites dependent on Semer. Ashayt gave her
messenger my talisman, Majesty, so Djem would know he spoke truly. Thanks to
her warning, Menes and Djem were able to gather men and hurry them north and
defeat Semer in battle on Kay’s estate.


 “Unfortunately, before he set out for Ineb-hedj,
Semer discovered Ashayt had warned Djem. He executed her.”


“How awful!” Kauit exclaimed.


The same thing that had happened to her entire family.


“After defeating Semer, Menes changed his name to
Narmer and was crowned king at Pe in the delta and again here at Nekhen, to
signify he was king of the entire valley. Narmer’s defeat of Semer is what the
palette portrays.” 


“Hand me my mace, Sakaherka,” Khufu ordered. He
bent, placed it among others far more ancient.


Ankhu knelt and set his jar of trophies next to Narmer’s
palette. Ani set his jar next to Ankhu’s.


“Do you have the offerings?” Ani asked Sitba.


“Yes.”


We followed Ani to another room that contained a small
altar before an ancient copper falcon, the image of the god. Ani moved to the
altar, with King Khufu on his right and Sitba on his left. The rest of us stood
a step behind.


“The falcon looks very old,” Kauit whispered to me.


“There used to be one atop a pole on Nekhen’s original
ceremonial grounds,” I told her. “It reflected sunlight for miles up and down
the valley. That may be the very one. Or a newer one created by a later ruler
or king.”


Ani laid the wine and ointments and incense on the
altar. He lit the incense. The fragrant scent wafted through the small room.
Then he and the king and Sitba recited a series of prayers. While they prayed I
clutched my talisman in my hand. I felt the god’s presence in this sacred place
more strongly than I ever had before.


And then we were done. We followed Ani back towards
the entrance. We paused beside the doorway of the room containing the treasures
for one last look.


“The stories you told Father on the boat were very
entertaining, Maetkra,” Sitba said, peering over my shoulder.


“Thank you, Majesty.”


“A remarkable number of these objects were featured in
your stories,” Khufu added, scanning the room.


“Father, maybe Maetkra’s ancestors simply visited this
shrine, like us, and mentioned these maces and palettes and figurines to make their
stories sound plausible,” Sitba said innocently. “Maybe they made the stories up
entirely.”


“True or made up. Does it matter, Sister?” Ankhu asked.
“They enlivened a very dull journey.”


“Of course it matters, Brother!” Sitba snapped. In an
instant she’d become angry. “According to Maetkra’s stories, the falcon god chose
her ancestress to be his representative on earth millennia ago! Elevated her family
above every other family in the world. Above our family! That makes her
more special than Father or you or me. More special than every king who’s ka
Father shares!”


With absolutely no warning Sitba had turned on me. I’d
clearly done something to aggravate her. But what? Yes, I’d failed to deliver
her dress before we arrived at Nekhen as I’d promised. Could that be it? Such a
petty reason? I’d have it ready for her before the banquet. I’d been furiously
working on it this past week. This ceremony was the first break I’d taken away
from it.


“That’s a tremendous leap, Sister,” Ankhu said calmly,
surprisingly defending me. Or maybe not so surprising. He’d been quite kind to
me since the night he’d given me golden bracelets in Ahmes’ camp, even kinder
after I’d tried to comfort him the night Kauit married Khufu. He’d been pleased
when I boarded the royal barque at Khufu’s order. Every day after that he’d sat
and talked with me for hours while I sewed under a shade screen set up for
Kauit’s handmaids. I’d been his refuge from Kauit and his father. Our wounds
raw, neither of us had mentioned either Kauit or Ahmes to the other. 


“Is it, Brother?” Sitba addressed me, her eyes
narrowed. “Do you believe the stories are true, Seamstress? Do you believe the
falcon god thinks you’re special?”


How was I going to get out of this? There was indeed
truth in what Sitba charged. The falcon god had
chosen my family and looked out for and used my ancestors – and me – for his
own purposes for the past three thousand years. We’d made men into kings. We’d
ruled the valley. Why, Kay had tried to increase his status after our marriage by
pushing the notion I was special. But how would the king react if I admitted it?
Would he see me as a challenge to his authority and to maat? Would that make me
as much an enemy of this land as Nebit had been? Would I suffer the same fate
as him and the other traitors? “I have no idea what the falcon god thinks about
me, Majesty,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I truly believe he’s used
me as his instrument to help others.” I glanced at Kauit. “But if he considers
me special, why has he given me such a hard life? I was once a courtier’s wife
and mistress of an important estate and operated a royal workshop. Then I was
enslaved by my Uncle. Now I’m a common seamstress, with no home to call my own,
and no family, and two dead children that haunt my dreams. In spite of that,
Majesty, I do believe my stories are true.”


“There you have it!” Sitba exclaimed, incredulous. “She
does believe she’s been chosen!”


“Whether Maetkra believes it or not doesn’t matter,”
Kauit said, also rising to my defense. “The people in this valley believe many
things the Shasu don’t. The Shasu believe things you don’t. Who can say who’s
right? There’s no way to prove or disprove Maetkra’s stories. Believe her or
not, as you wish. What’s the difference?”


“Oh, but there is
a way to prove if her stories are true,” Sitba charged.


“How, Daughter?” King Khufu asked.


“Supposedly the first of Maetkra’s ancestors to settle
at Nekhen was a potter,” Sitba replied.


“Tiaa, Majesty,” I said.


“You told us Tiaa operated a kiln in a cleft in the face
of the upper plateau, near the ruler’s cemetery,” Sitba continued. “She supposedly
etched a boat carrying four bodies on a rock face above the kiln, heading
towards a star. A second boat with one body was added five hundred years later
by another ancestress.”


“Amenia. In honor of her grandmother. But there were
actually two bodies in the second boat. A serving woman added it after Amenia
was driven from Nekhen, to commemorate the executed wife of Nekhen’s ruler. Her
name was Abar,” I said.


“Let’s go look for the kiln and etchings,” Sitba said.
“If they exist your stories must be true. If not…” The eyes she turned on me
were cold and hard. She clearly believed my tales were made up. She believed
she could prove me to be a liar and humiliate and diminish me.


“An excellent idea!” King Khufu exclaimed. “I’m too
old to go traipsing about. But you young people go look for it. Let me know
what you find.”


Ankhu and Kauit and Sitba and I followed Sakaherka out
of the shrine. The king and Ani and those who’d been waiting outside headed
back to the per’aa. The rest of us made our way  through town and exited the gate
onto the plain, taking the wadi path that led to the terraces looming over
Nekhen.


“I’m sorry for how Sitba’s acting, Maetkra,” Ankhu commiserated
in a low voice. “I’ve never seen her so mean–spirited before, and I’ve seen her
mean–spirited more often than I can say.”


I was touched by his concern. “Thank you, Majesty.”


We moved up the wadi path. I hadn’t been in a
situation so tense since my first days on Kay’s estate. Ankhu and Kauit
pointedly ignored each other, as did Kauit and Sitba, and Sitba and me. I’d
never been to Nekhen before, but ever since memorizing Papa’s stories I’d been
able to picture it vividly in my mind. The landscape matched my imaginings
almost exactly. In a few moments we reached a large flat oval of hard–packed
clay, outlined by the remains of a decayed wooden fence. We passed around its
north end, swept around the west.


“This side of the oval was once lined with workshops,”
Sakaherka said, pointing to faint outlines of foundations. “Craftsmen made
goods here to trade throughout the valley, and to set Nekhen’s elites apart
from commoners, and for commoners to offer to gods.”


He led us through what had apparently once been a
large gateway into the oval court. One very tall weathered pole still stood
beside three empty holes that had probably once held similar poles. At the left
end of the oval was a three–step stone dais, at the right was another pole,
much thinner, leaning precariously. A wide ditch edged the court inside the
remnants of the wall, filled with thousands of white bones.


“When Tiaa first arrived at Nekhen this was the
settlement’s celebration grounds,” I told everyone. “It was a simple flat oval
of packed clay where people gathered to honor the gods and confirm their ruler.
They dragged the carcasses of animals they sacrificed to the ditch around its
edge. Five hundred years later, when Amenia lived here, Nekhen’s ruler turned
these grounds into a sacred space. He built the dais at the end, with a
sunshade protecting it. He built a wooden wall around it. And a monumental
gateway, right where we’re standing. Linen banners fluttered from atop four
tall poles. That pole that’s leaning over there – it was topped with a copper falcon.”


“Possibly the one next to the altar in the shrine,”
Kauit said.


My eyes swept our surroundings. “Picture it. A
celebration. Three thousand people tightly packed inside this oval court,
sweating in the hot sun. The ruler sitting on a throne atop the dais, his
elites in chairs flanking both sides. An arc of standards topping thin wooden
poles stuck in the ground behind them, representing nearby hamlets and elite families.
A priest leading a bull to the front of the crowd. The ruler descending from the
dais, slitting the bull’s throat, a young girl collecting its blood in a bowl
as it dies. Commoners piling offerings of food and drink and flint figurines at
the base of the falcon pole.” I shivered, for this court was where my
ancestress Amenia had been sentenced to death, a sentence from which she’d
barely escaped. And because she had I was alive today, to remember her and, in
a very real sense, keep her alive too.


“Remember Narmer’s macehead, the image of him sitting
atop a dais as Neith–hotep approaches to marry him?” Sakaherka asked. “I
believe this is the very court pictured on that object, making that the very
dais.” He pointed to the end of the oval.


We exited the court, made our way to the wadi path,
began ascending the gradual slope towards the upper terrace, our feet stirring
the dust. To left and right were the remains of scattered structures, long ago
fallen to ruin. On either side of the deeply worn path was dried sere grass
dotted with sparse clumps of trees. Once upon a time, I supposed, these slopes must
have been thickly covered with groves of trees, but they’d been denuded for
fuel over the millennia, much as the plains near Giza were being denuded now. A
few wadis emptied into this one from either side. The jumble of thin wooden branches
at the openings of some could have once been fences to pen animals. It was
eerie, knowing my ancestors had trod this very path, over and over, for
centuries.


I slowed, fell back even with Sitba. She was trailing
the group. I needed to confront her, find out why she’d insisted on this search
and why she was so angry with me. “Have I done something to offend you,
Majesty?” I asked hesitantly.


“Aside from concealing your relationship with Ahmes?”
she snapped. “He told me all about the two of you the day I arrived at Nekhen.
When you were taking measurements for my dress in the per’aa you made me
believe you’d met him for the first time on my brother’s expedition. You lied
to me.”


My face burned. “Forgive me, Majesty,” I said
contritely. “I knew how you felt about Ahmes. I knew he cared for you. I knew
he and I could never be together. I didn’t want to make things complicated for
the two of you.”


“But you have made things complicated, Seamstress!”
Sitba said harshly. “He’s resisting marriage to me because of you! Ahmes says
you have a secret that’s raised a wall between you two. He won’t commit to me
until he finds out what it is. He’s convinced if you tell him what you’re
hiding the two of you will be able to work things out. Then I’ll lose him. So I’m
going to discredit you, Maetkra, here and now. Then, whatever your secret is
won’t matter. Father will recognize the truth of what I said earlier, that you
hold yourself above him. He’ll send you away – or worse. Then Ahmes will be mine.”


“Believe me, Majesty. Ahmes and I will never get back
together. He couldn’t possibly love someone who’s done what I’ve done.”


“I’m going to make sure of that,” she snarled. “Today!”
She flounced ahead of me on the path.


It doesn’t matter if we find the kiln or not. Either way,
I won’t be returning to Giza with the expedition. Ahmes belongs to Sitba, even
if he hasn’t yet accepted it. She’s won.


A quarter mile farther on we passed an outcrop of rock
rising beside the path, its base a jumble of tall boulders. Worn steps and
handholds were carved into its side, all the way to the top. Sitba was waiting
for me in its shade.


“Ahmes and I had a lovely time atop this outcrop the
other day,” she told me sweetly. “Such a spectacular view of river and valley
and plains. Our bodies warmed by the sun. Caressed by the wind. Quite romantic.
It was so wonderful, being wrapped in Ahmes’ strong arms for hours – we
certainly made up for our weeks apart.” Then she laughed savagely and moved
ahead. 


Strong arms that should
have been wrapped around me, I thought bitterly. I cursed Nebit and Uncle and Ak and Kay for depriving
me of Ahmes and ruining my life. And giving Ahmes to that witch.


 We continued on, the path now rising more steeply to
the quarter–mile wide terrace at the foot of the western plateau. The plateau’s
steep sheer rocky face arced from north to south at the far end of the terrace.
Three promontories stabbed eastward from it. The remains of a large mud–brick
building and many smaller ones dotted the terrace to our left, the site of Nekhen’s
long–abandoned upper settlement. My ancestress Amenia had lived in one of those
buildings fallen to ruin. Looming over us to the right was the promontory where
the rulers’ cemetery lay. We reached the path’s intersection with the terrace.


“Time to rest,” Kauit called.


We seated ourselves cross–legged on the ground, facing
east. I sat between Kauit and Sakaherka; Ankhu and Sitba sat apart from us and
each other. The path we’d trod wound down the heart of the wadi all the way to
the river, which sparkled in the sun. Smoke curled from within the walled town,
marking cookfires and workshops. Khasekhemwy’s structure loomed outside the walls,
mysterious. Our boats swayed back and forth with the current, adjacent to the punts
of fishermen. More punts were in the channel, crewed by fishermen who were hauling
their silvery catch aboard. The walls of Nekhbet rose on the far side of the
cultivated strip on the east bank, and beyond it the eastern plateau topped
with desert. I noted a mastaba atop a height. Likely the tomb of a local
official who’d served a king. Supposedly, on the rock faces beyond the town,
hundreds of vultures were etched. Images of Nekhbet’s goddess.


“Tell us again about your ancestors who lived at
Nekhen, Maetkra,” Kauit said.


“We should look for the kiln first,” Sitba argued. “Why
waste our time listening to another fable?”


“It’s pleasant here in the sun,” Kauit said evenly. “Tell
your story, Maetkra.”


Even if Kauit hadn’t considered me her friend, her
dislike for Sitba would have made her my ally this day. Luckily for me, she far
outranked Sitba now.


“My ancestress, Tiaa, came to Nekhen along with a
trader named Ankhmare,” I began. “Before that they lived at Badari, in the
middle section of the valley.”


“You told Maghrab and me about Tiaa and Ankhmare when
we visited Badari on our last expedition,” Kauit said. “Ankhmare loved a woman
in his band, but his patriarch wanted her for himself. So Ankhmare stole her
away and came here, along with Tiaa.”


“You remember correctly, Majesty. Nekhen was a fairly large
settlement when they arrived, though it was but a shadow of what it would later
become. Nekhen was ruled by a single man, though his powers were limited and
granted him by elites who controlled herding and hunting and pottery and
brewing and the like. Because the valley was bountiful, not everyone had to
farm, but those with talent could specialize and create goods to trade for food
and clothing and other necessities.” I touched the object dangling below my
throat. “Tiaa wore this very talisman.”


Sitba snickered. “Given to your family by the falcon
god himself.”


“The ruler of Nekhen believed it,” I retorted. “Tiaa’s
hair was gold, much like yours, Majesty, the color of the falcon god’s flesh.
She was born with his image on her thigh. So the ruler called on Tiaa to
celebrate beside him whenever the people of Nekhen honored the falcon god. That
ruler’s heir, his grandson and designated successor, was a particularly awful
man. So Tiaa and Ankhmare identified a better man and when the ruler died Tiaa confirmed
him instead of the grandson. Not only that, they convinced the patriarchs of
surrounding hamlets and villages and camps to pledge fealty to him. Overnight,
Nekhen was transformed from an isolated settlement into the leader of this
entire region.”


“The first step on the long road to unification,” Sakaherka
said. He rose, offered me his hand, pulled me to my feet.


“Now can we look for the kiln?” Sitba asked
impatiently.


We arrowed straight for the foot of the plateau, then
followed it north. We took our time, investigating every cleft in the plateau’s
broken rocky face. There were dozens. Most showed signs of having been used as kilns
over the centuries; the wind this high up assured a constant draft to fan
fires. Most cleft walls were smoke–stained, with shards of pottery in many
ancient styles that hadn’t survived firing carpeting the ground. With every
cleft we investigated and found no sign of my ancestors’ kiln Sitba grew more
triumphant.


Half an hour into our search I slipped alone into a long
narrow cleft. A few boulders lined one side. A rock shelf jutted from the cliff
face at the shaded end. Shards crunched underfoot as I strode towards it. Below
the shelf, far over my head, were etched two boats – one with four bodies, one
with two – and a star. I froze. Tiaa’s and Amenia’s kiln. The kiln of my
ancestors. “I found it!” I screamed, ecstatic. “It’s here!”


The others rushed into the cleft and gathered beside
me, except for Sitba, who hung back.


“The boats! Exactly like in your stories!” Kauit exclaimed,
craning her neck, looking up.


“Proof they’re true,” Ankhu said, smiling happily. He
put an arm around my shoulders. “No one can doubt anymore that you’re blessed
by the falcon god, Maetkra.”


Sitba took a long defeated look, then walked away.


“Can I tell you something else that proves the falcon
god directs the lives of my family, something I’ve never told anyone?” I asked.
“No one would have believed me before now.”


“Please,” Ankhu said encouragingly.


“The falcon god sometimes sends a dream to whoever bears
the talisman. He sent one to Tiaa, showing her confirming a man as ruler of
Nekhen. You all heard me tell King Khufu the story of how she dreamed of that
ceremony when she was still living beside a playa many weeks journey south and
west of Nekhen, a place she’d never heard of much less visited. The falcon god
arranged for her to leave her playa and stumble on this place so she could
carry out his wishes. Similarly, the falcon god sent Amenia a dream, showing
her watching a sunset in the delta beside the man she loved. Her dream came
true after he saved her from being executed in the oval court we visited
earlier.”


“The falcon god sent you a dream too, didn’t he, Maetkra,”
Kauit guessed.


“Majesty – your beadnet dress? I first dreamed about a
woman wearing it at a banquet in the king’s per’aa when I was a very young
girl. I had that same dream over and over for years. But the night I wore this
talisman for the first time, the night after Papa and Kay died, the dream
changed. This time the woman wearing the dress turned around to speak to me. It
was you, Majesty. The instant I came face to face with you on the royal barque
I recognized you.”


“I remember your reaction, Maetkra.”


“I knew at that moment I had a role to play in your
life. What’s more, the words you spoke to me in my dream were the same words
you spoke to me just before you entered the king’s banquet hall the night of
your marriage.”


“So, your god ordained all along that Kauit become
Father’s wife,” Ankhu said thoughtfully. “And you were his instrument, Maetkra.”


I supposed it might ease the emptiness in his heart the
slightest bit to know the falcon god had always intended for Kauit to be
married to Khufu, not him. Though that wouldn’t change his love for her. I could
attest from experience.


“You were his instrument as much as me, Majesty,” I
told him. “You’re the one who spared Her Majesty’s life and brought her to this
valley.”


Ankhu mulled my words.


Kauit regarded him a bit differently than she ever had
before. The hatred in her eyes softened slightly. For if I’d had to lose
everything to be in a position to help her become Khufu’s wife, then her family
had had to die so she could be dragged from the Sinai to the valley to fulfill
her destiny. Ankhu had simply carried out the god’s will when he’d slain her
band. But he’d only been able to defeat the Shasu because Ahmes had saved him
and his men in the Sinai. That meant Ahmes was as much an instrument of the
falcon god as Ankhu and me. The falcon god had bound our lives together, in
tragedy, to raise Kauit up. I hoped he intended something truly spectacular for
Kauit in the future, for each of us had paid a heavy price carrying out his
will.


We investigated the rulers’ cemetery on our way back
to the per’aa. My heart was singing. My stories had been proven true beyond a
doubt. My companions all believed now. They seemed as happy as me. Except for
Sitba. She didn’t say a word, sulking apart from the rest of us. I didn’t blame
her. She’d counted on me being proven a fraud to eliminate me as her rival for Ahmes.
But fraud or not, it didn’t matter. He belonged to her. He’d never belong to
me. She wouldn’t believe me if I told her. So I didn’t.


The cemetery wasn’t much to look at – wood and reed buildings
collapsed upon themselves, their remnants mostly weathered away, chunks of
painted plaster, depressions in the sand, scrub grass and brush grown up everywhere
the desert wind hadn’t swept clean. I noted a few faint rectangles outlined
with ashes; I wondered if they were the foundations of funerary halls Abar had
set afire to divert attention from Amenia’s escape from Nekhen, an act that had
led to Abar’s execution by her ruler husband.


“My stories tell of large wooden funerary halls and
small chapels, of a stone ruler’s statue – perhaps the first ever created in
this valley – of painted walls and tombs filled with riches, of dozens of
domestic and wild animals sacrificed to accompany rulers to their next lives,
including an elephant.”


“There aren’t elephants in the valley anymore,” Sakaherka
said.


“That burial took place more than nine hundred years
ago,” I replied.


Ankhu scanned the cemetery. “Unlike these ruined halls,
Father’s pyramid will exist forever.”


“And these ancient rulers only in stories, and once those
stories are forgotten…”


“They will be too,” Ankhu finished.


I lowered my voice, gazed at the multitude of
depressions. “When a ruler named Aboo died, his successor, Ma–ee, executed all
of Aboo’s household servants – most of them young girls. They lie here with
him, serving him for eternity. The first kings who succeeded Narmer took their
servants to the grave with them too – hundreds at a time.”


“Just like we saw at Saqqara,” Kauit said.


“Human sacrifice started right here,” I said solemnly.


“The kings must have had a hard time getting people to
work in their per’aas,” Ankhu observed.


“I’d have declined the honor,” Sakaherka said.


 


 


***


 


 


I’d worked almost non–stop on Sitba’s dress beginning
two days before we arrived at Nekhen. Inspiration had come to me very late. The
dress was complicated, and so I wasn’t able to finish it until the morning of
the day Ankhu was to be confirmed as chief of Nekhen. The moment it was ready I
set out for the room Sitba was occupying in Ankhu’s per’aa. I dreaded our
coming encounter. Sitba knew I loved Ahmes and he loved me. She’d tried to
discredit me a few days earlier to eliminate me as a rival and she’d failed, in
the process raising my stature significantly. Kauit had personally told King
Khufu about our discovery. He’d been delighted. Word had spread. Now everyone
in the king’s household believed my stories were true.


Sunlight filtered through the single window of the
poorly appointed room, its corners illuminated by bowls of oil with flaming
linen wicks – Ankhu had already dictated to a handful of scribes a list of furnishings
he wanted sent from Giza to outfit his new home, both current rooms and planned.
Workmen were already making mud bricks and stockpiling them nearby for the
expansion. Khentetka, Djedfre’s wife, happened to be visiting Sitba. The room
was crowded with the two women’s servants. Khentetka was wearing the dress I’d created
for her to wear tonight. She greeted me warmly.


“About time.” Sitba’s eyes flashed hatred. “What have
you made for me, Seamstress?”


I carefully undid the wrappings and held the dress up
by its straps. It was of pure white linen, with small pleats, opaque, reaching
from a little below the collarbone to the ankles. Both neckline and hem were
lined with pearls and embroidered with gold thread.


Sitba motioned imperiously. “Bring it closer.”


She fingered the pearls, ran her hand over the fabric.
“Elegant for sure, and most costly,” she said. “But hardly spectacular, as I
demanded. You’ve failed me, Seamstress.” She was angry now.


“Please, try it on,” I said. “Your body will make the
dress.”


“It better!” she snapped. “You know how important this
dress is, Seamstress. I intend it to capture Ahmes’ heart. Now more than ever.”
Sitba stood and her servants undressed her. I slipped the dress over her head,
arranged it. She leaned close. “You better not be trying to sabotage me,” she
said in a voice only I could hear. “Ahmes belongs to me, not you.”


The dress fit perfectly, conforming to every curve of
her body. The pearls caught the light and shimmered warmly. Sitba studied her
image in a bronze hand mirror held up by a serving woman.


“Absolutely lovely!” Khentetka exclaimed, clapping her
hands. “Marvelous, Maetkra!”


Sitba looked at herself from various angles. She
scowled at me. She wasn’t pleased.


“One thing more, Majesty,” I said before she could
berate me. I unwrapped a second garment and very carefully held up a shawl made
of pearls strung on gold chains, a fishnet design that echoed Kauit’s dress but
was totally different in effect. Both Sitba and Khentetka’s eyes opened wide at
its magnificence. I draped the shawl over Sitba’s shoulders and fastened it
below her neck with a small golden amulet. Sitba slowly twirled and the light
blazed in the bits of gold chain and pearls as they swirled about her.


“You’re an absolute vision, Sister!” Khentetka gushed.
“Maetkra was right – you made the dress.”


Sitba studied her image in the mirror again. “I’m
pleased, Seamstress,” she finally admitted, grudgingly.


The three of us spent the next hour determining the right
jewelry and makeup to accompany the dress and shawl. I convinced Sitba not to
wear a wig because her hair was so lustrous and showed to advantage against the
pearls.


“You put Isis to shame, Sister,” Khentetka sighed
admiringly when we’d finished painting and adorning Sitba. “Ahmes will be astounded
when he sees you. If you don’t hook him with this dress you never will.”


“I must be sure,” Sitba said, addressing me. “I’m told
you cast magic spells on your dresses, Seamstress.”


“Yes, Majesty. But a woman like you hardly needs one.”


“Nevertheless…”


I smiled accommodatingly. “As you wish. Bring me some
Retunian balsam,” I directed a serving girl.


She quickly returned with an earthenware container and
I dipped my finger into the opening and then touched my fingertip in turn to
each strap of Sitba’s dress. I took a deep breath. Bad enough I had to make the
dress, much less ensure it ensnared the man I loved for someone else. But how
could I refuse Sitba? She’d assume I hoped to make Ahmes mine and keep him from
her. Which I did. But thanks to Ak, I couldn’t.


“Bind Chief of the Expedition Ahmes,” I chanted,
miserable, “so that he cannot want anyone but the king’s daughter Sitba. Do not
let him eat, drink, love, go out, or be able to sleep except with Sitba alone.
Draw him by the hair, by the heart, until she possesses him. Make him
subservient to her for his whole life, so that he loves her, desires her, tells
her all his thoughts.”


“Now Ahmes will surely be mine!” Sitba exclaimed when
I stepped back. She turned to Khentetka. “Father’s already given Ahmes a high
position, and he’s proved he deserves it by leading this royal procession so
well. Plus, Ahmes has saved Ankhu’s life twice. Surely Father will give me to
him when I ask.”


I couldn’t stand to hear more. “I’ve other fittings to
attend to before the ceremony, Majesty,” I said.


Sitba dismissed me, without thanks. I walked back to
the nearby room I was sharing with Maghrab, overcome with misery and grief and
emptiness. But I didn’t have time to wallow in self–pity. I had three more
courtiers to visit before tonight. I carefully put their wrapped dresses into a
leather pouch and began making my rounds.


 


 


***


 


 


The shortcomings of Nekhen’s audience hall had been
somewhat masked by thousands of flowers placed in earthenware jars and reed
baskets or hung from wooden beams in the ceiling. Based on the wide variety of chairs
and two–person tables, I assumed they’d been commandeered from nearly every
house in Nekhen. Never had there been a banquet of such size and extravagance
in the ancient town, not even in Narmer’s day. His court had been considerably
smaller than Khufu’s.


I stood beside the rear wall, out of the way, silently
observing, proud. Every prominent woman in the room was wearing a dress I’d
made. Here, in this place far from King Khufu’s per’aa, I’d firmly put my stamp
on the style of his court. It was a bittersweet moment. In a few days, when the
fleet headed back to Giza, I’d turn my back on the king’s household and make my
way farther south and start my life over. What would happen to me then only the
falcon god knew. I couldn’t stay in Nekhen, as much as I would’ve liked to take
up residence in my ancestral home. Ankhu and Sakaherka and Kemtet and Senu and
Satamun would be living here from now on. I couldn’t risk being pointed out as
a murderess someday and having to confess the truth to my friends. I wouldn’t
put Ankhu in a position where he’d be forced to condemn me to death. I couldn’t
bear the thought of my friends watching me die.


Sitba and Ahmes entered the hall, arm in arm. Her
dress shimmered magnificently as the galaxy of pearls caught the torchlight.
Envious women followed her progress to the front of the room. Whether they
envied her dress or that she was with Ahmes was impossible to tell. I couldn’t
stand to see more. I slipped into a secluded corner, behind a mass of flowers, to
wallow in private.


The king entered with a fanfare along with his wives,
including Kauit, and sons and daughters – except Ankhu. They took the places of
honor at the front of the room. Khufu seated himself on a throne atop a three–step
dais, a dais Narmer had himself inherited from one of Nekhen’s rulers, possibly
Aboo. Khufu was wearing the white crown of the upper valley and held a crook
and flail in his hands. He gestured. Slowly, Ankhu walked from the entrance of
the hall, through the gathered courtiers and members of the king’s household
and local officials, to the foot of the dais. He was a dashing and impressive
figure. No woman could take her eyes off him. As I’d told Ankhu at Giza, he’d
have plenty of women to choose from to assuage his loneliness.


Khufu stood. “Tonight I confirm my son, Ankhu, as
Chief of Nekhen.”


Ankhu knelt on the lowest step of the dais.


“Receive this staff, Ankhu, as a sign of your
authority,” Khufu pronounced.


An aide handed a long staff decorated with bands of gold
and lapis lazuli to Ankhu.


“Receive this ring with my seal. Let all who see a
scroll impressed with this image know the words within must be obeyed as if
they came from me.”


The aide slipped a gold ring with the king’s name onto
Ankhu’s finger.


Khufu’s eyes swept the room. “My Lady Maetkra. Join us
at the foot of the dais.”


Why had the king called upon me? I hurried from the
back of the room, wading through the crowd, aware that everyone’s eyes were on
me. I balled my hands into fists to keep them from shaking. Taking a deep
breath, I moved into the open area before the dais as calmly as I could and
halted next to the kneeling Ankhu.


“Many of you were entertained on my barque during our
journey to Nekhen by tales Maetkra told, handed down in her family for
thousands of years. Many of you believed they were fables. As you all know by
now, it’s been proven to my satisfaction they were not.”


Murmurs swept the room.


The king waited for silence. “One of Maetkra’s
ancestors, a woman named Tiaa, was called to Nekhen by the falcon god to
confirm the first man to rule both Nekhen and the surrounding valley, in
essence, making him the first king along the river. That ruler’s name was
Kairy. I share Kairy’s ka, as has every ruler and king who has succeeded him
the past millennium and a half. Tiaa wore the talisman that now graces Maetkra’s
neck, given to her family by the falcon god himself. Today we call the falcon
god ‘Horus.’ He has protected the rulers of this land ever since Tiaa’s time.
So, Maetkra, I ask you to bless my son in the name of Horus, here in the town
sacred to Horus, as he takes up his new duties.”


I moved between the king and Ankhu and faced Ankhu. I
slipped the talisman from around my neck. I touched it to each of his ears. “May
Horus open your ears, so you may hear and understand the petitions of your
people.” I touched it to his head. “May Horus give you the wisdom to rule your
people fairly.” I touched it to his eyes. “May Horus let you see clearly the
needs of your people.” I touched it to his lips. “May Horus let you truly
proclaim the words of your father, the king – life, health, prosperity.” I
replaced the talisman and moved far to the side, leaving Ankhu facing Khufu by
himself.


“Rise, now, Ankhu, Chief of Nekhen,” Khufu cried.


Ankhu did, then turned to face the crowd to rousing
and prolonged cheers.


I quickly slipped back to my hiding place.


Servants swept into the room, bearing platters laden
with food and jars brimming with wine and beer. The roar of conversation filled
the hall as everyone settled down to eat. I had no appetite. I departed,
slipping through the door into the dark.


“Leaving so soon?”


I turned. Ahmes.


“Shouldn’t you be dining with Sitba?” I asked,
miserable.


“She knows I’ve come to talk with you. I have important
news, Maetkra. I’ve been trying to tell you ever since we returned to Giza,
weeks ago. Let’s find someplace private.”


Nervously, I walked with Ahmes from the per’aa into
town. It was torture to be so close, to want Ahmes so much, to know I couldn’t
have him, to know I’d just put a spell on a dress so Sitba would capture his
heart. A cool breeze swept down the narrow street as we walked to the god’s
shrine. No one else was around. We ascended the steps, then perched a couple of
feet apart from each other atop the wall surrounding the mound of white sand, my
knees drawn up to my chest, Ahmes’ dangling.


“I didn’t find out until the day the fleet arrived here
that you’d come on the royal procession,” Ahmes began.


“It was Sitba’s doing. She wanted me to make her a
dress. She commissioned it two days before the procession left Giza. Two days! I
told her I couldn’t get it done in time. She insisted I come along.”


“She told me. Sitba can indeed be insistent, and
imperious, and demanding,” Ahmes acknowledged. “You made her an absolutely
spectacular dress, Maetkra.”


“As I promised her I would.”


“I’m sure you know Sitba insists the king will make
her my wife,” Ahmes said.


His words cut like a knife. “She made me cast a spell
on her dress tonight, to bind you to her.”


“I don’t believe in spells,” Ahmes said. “Sitba made
you cast it because she knows I still love you.”


I was appalled he’d admitted it to her. “Oh, why did
you have to tell her?” I asked plaintively. “She hates me now. Hates! And to
what purpose? We can’t be together, Ahmes.”


He seized my hands. I thrilled to his touch.


“You loved me too, Maetkra, before you married Kay. I
believe you still do. But ever since we met again you’ve been on the other side
of a wall higher than the king’s pyramid. I’ve been trying to scale it but I
can’t.”


“If I told you why I built that wall you’d hate me,” I
said sadly.


“I could never hate you. Can’t you please tell me why
you’ve been keeping me at arm’s length? Trust me, Maetkra. Let me try to fix
it. What’s wrong?”


Ahmes was going to marry Sitba. She’d declared it,
vehemently. He’d as much as confirmed it. I couldn’t let him hold out hope he
might someday be with me. He deserved to be free of me and free to fall in love
with her. It was the one gift I could give him, out of love for him.


“Do you remember the night you found me in the river?”


“Frankly, Maetkra, I see you rising from the water
looking like a goddess every time I close my eyes.”


My face grew hot. “Far from a goddess. I’d just killed
Ak.”


“What?” He was shocked.


Good. I was right. My admission would finally put an
end to us. “I told you how Ak smashed in the side of Waty’s skull that night. I
told you Ak grabbed my arm afterwards and I managed to free myself and run. I
lied. Ak did grab my arm. I tried to get away. I half–fell. My hand closed on
the rock Ak had used to kill Waty. I was terrified, desperate. I swung my arm
and smashed the rock into the side of Ak’s head. He crumpled to the ground. I bent
and touched his wound. It was hot with blood. I’d killed him. I saw torches
bobbing from the direction of the village. People attending the festival had heard
my screams and were running towards me. I knew if they found me beside Waty and
Ak they’d execute me. Wrongly for Waty, but rightly for Ak. So I left them both
dead on the path and ran. When you found me in the river hours later I was
washing their blood off.”


Ahmes said nothing. How could he not hate me now? How
could he not abhor what I’d done, and me. I was awash in shame and profound
sorrow. I’d achieved what I’d set out to do. But at great price. I’d surely
snuffed out whatever flame of love for me still burned in Ahmes’ heart. The
only question was whether he’d turn me in to restore maat to the land, or let
me live because of the love we’d once shared. Assuming I was about to die, the
only consolation was that Khufu would condemn me, not Ankhu. At least my
admission hadn’t compromised my friends.


“Now you know why we can’t ever be together,” I said
bitterly. “Someday someone’s going to recognize me, no matter where in the
valley I am. That’ll be the end of me and anyone I’m with.” I took a deep
breath. “If you’re merciful enough not to turn me in to the king for
punishment, I’ve decided that when the fleet leaves for Giza I’m going to head
for Abu. The farther south I go the less chance anyone will come looking for me.”
I lowered my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Ahmes,” I said contritely. “Please say you
don’t hate me for being a murderess. I couldn’t stand it.”


Unexpectedly, Ahmes took me in his arms. Instinctively,
I buried my face against his shoulder and began to sob. For so long I’d kept
what I’d done bottled up inside. Telling Ahmes had been a release, though a
release that had cost me everything. Ahmes stroked my hair, over and over, as
if I were a child, until I finally composed myself. That took a very long time.


“You have nothing to be sorry for, Maetkra,” Ahmes
said softly, still holding me. “I know what kind of man Ak was, how he stalked
you the years you lived at Giza. Then to be delivered by Nebit into his power… You
killed Ak in self defense. He’d committed murder in front of you. You were
trying to save yourself. I don’t hate you for it. I applaud you. If anyone ever
deserved killing it was your cousin.”


“No one else will see it that way.” I broke our
embrace.


“Be that as it may, running to Abu would be a mistake,”
Ahmes insisted.


“Where else can I go? The desert? One of the oases?
Retenu?”


“The delta.”


“So I can fall into the hands of men who’ll execute me?
No thank you.”


“You won’t… Maetkra, the day we returned to Giza after
the expedition I located Niptah with Sakaherka’s help. I forced Niptah to
confess how he’d destroyed the scrolls containing Kay’s last wishes at Nebit’s
order. I forced him to tell Vizier Hemiun exactly what Kay intended.”


“That’s why the king gave you the delivery network,” I
said.


“Partly. But mostly because I’d proven myself the most
capable man to operate it. I swear to you, Maetkra, I took Niptah to Hemiun for
the sole purpose of regaining the delta estate and linen and jewelry workshops
for you. I thought if I did you might reconcile with me, out of gratitude. It
was selfish, I know. But I’m desperate when it comes to you. Hemiun promised me
he’d approach the king on your behalf.”


“But the king hasn’t seen fit to give them to me,” I
said. I shrugged. “I appreciate you advocating for me, Ahmes.”


“I’m not your only advocate. I told Kauit everything a
couple of days ago. She immediately approached King Khufu. He’s going to grant
them to you, Maetkra. Before we leave Nekhen. That your family stories were
proven true here – he won’t withhold from the falcon god’s beloved what’s due
her. The estate and workshops belong to you now. So take what Kay wanted you to
have. You have friends in the delta. They’ll shield and protect you from anyone
who comes looking for you.”


I was speechless. In an instant, Ahmes had transformed
my life. I was no longer destitute and homeless. I had wealth and a place to
call home. I could be happy in the delta. Ahmes’ offer was appealing. I was
convinced that no matter where I went in the valley I’d eventually be
discovered and have to pay for my crime, whether Ahmes considered it one or not.
But until I was caught I’d have an easier life on my estate than anywhere else.
Maybe even have time enough to marry and bear a child. I touched the talisman
around my neck. I had a responsibility to pass it on to a descendant, to tell
him or her the family stories before I paid the price for what I’d done. I
couldn’t let them end with me. “I’ll return to Giza with the fleet, then go to
the delta,” I said. “Thank you, Ahmes, for what you’ve done.”


“Let me share your life with you on your estate,
Maetkra,” Ahmes pleaded.


“You can’t,” I said sadly, though I wished he could
with all my heart. “I can’t hide from my pursuers forever, not even in the
delta. I can’t escape my crime. It follows me like a shadow wherever I go. Maat
demands justice of me. When I’m caught I’ll drag you down with me, Ahmes, and
you don’t deserve that.” I rose. “You can have a fine life with Sitba, Ahmes. A
spectacular life. She loves you. She wants you. How could she not? She’ll make
you a better wife than I ever could. She’ll assure your future. Go to her,
Ahmes, with my blessing. Forget about me.”


Then I stumbled into the darkness, half–blinded by tears
streaming down my face, leaving Ahmes behind. This time forever.


 


 


***


 


 


The royal barque, with Hetepheres’ alabaster
sarcophagus resting beneath the pavilion amidships – we’d successfully kept
from the king the fact his mother’s body was somewhere in the Saqqaran desert
and not inside – moved away from the riverbank a mile south of Giza. Oars
dipped rhythmically and water droplets glittered in the rosy light of dawn,
propelling the vessel into the river channel. Guards stood at attention at each
corner of the pavilion. King Khufu and his three wives sat behind the sarcophagus,
resplendent in their finest clothing, the king wearing Sekhmet, the combined
Red and White crowns, his crook and flail in his hands, false beard on his chin.
Young girls cooled the royals with ostrich feather fans from behind their
chairs. Pennants snapped in the breeze at bow and stern. Every member of the king’s
immediate household was on board, as was I. King Khufu intended for me to bless
his mother’s sarcophagus with the talisman before she was laid to rest inside her
new tomb. Before we departed Nekhen, he’d not only bestowed on me the delta estate
and my workshops, but had named me a priestess of Horus as well. He was taking
me and my talisman seriously.


Ahmes had arranged the details of today’s reburial. Before
yesterday morning, when we took the sarcophagus and grave goods aboard the
fleet at Dahshur, I’d neither seen nor spoken to him since our discussion at
the shrine in Nekhen. He’d traveled a day ahead of us on the return journey,
just as he had the outward, to make sure every camp was in order before we
arrived. He’d reached Dahshur far enough ahead of us that he’d had the contents
of Heterpheres’ tomb waiting for us inside the Bent Pyramid’s riverside valley
temple when our fleet arrived.


Ahmes hadn’t traveled north from Nekhen by himself.
The king had offered Sitba to him in marriage the morning after the
commissioning banquet. Ahmes had finally respected my wishes and given up on me
and accepted her. Of all the awful days of my life it had been the worst, for
it had deprived me of the man I wanted above all else. I’d huddled by myself in
the bow of the barque the entire return journey, bereft, knowing I’d driven
Ahmes into Sitba’s arms, knowing I’d had no other choice. Kauit and Maghrab had
done their best to console me, as had Ankhu. We’d found a measure of comfort in
each other, wallowing in and sharing a common grief. Ankhu still loved Kauit as
desperately as I loved Ahmes. At least Sitba was on a different vessel so I
didn’t have to constantly see her with Ahmes. Ankhu, on the other hand, had to
spend hours every day in the barque’s pavilion with Khufu and Kauit. He
commented to me more than once he couldn’t wait to return to Nekhen to be free
of them both.


Ahmes had commandeered priests and support staff and
farmers from the Dahshur area to convey Hetepheres’ sarcophagus and grave goods
across the desert from the tomb we’d restored to Sneferu’s riverside temple. At
sunset the day of our arrival porters had carried everything from the temple to
our boats, loading the sarcophagus onto the royal barque and the grave goods
onto a second. That night the riverbank in the vicinity of the barques had blazed
with torches and bonfires, patrolled by Ahmes’ guards so no one could approach
either by land or water. Ahmes had remained awake all night aboard the royal
barque, sitting beside the sarcophagus, vigilant. I knew, because I’d hidden in
shadows nearby the whole time, watching him, torturing myself, especially the
hours Sitba joined him. The vessels had been similarly guarded last night, when
we camped just upriver from Giza. I’d lost another night of sleep.


Now, as we drifted south with the current, both
riverbanks were thickly lined with people, the women keening to honor the
mother of their ruler, the men standing silent to show respect, everyone craning
their necks to get a glimpse of the contents of the barques. Rumors about the
wealth of what had been buried with King Sneferu’s Great of Scepter had spread
far and wide in the valley. Unfortunately for the spectators, the grave goods
were all concealed under lengths of linen. Linen produced in a workshop that
had once been and soon would again be mine. King Khufu was touched by his
people’s reaction to this funeral procession.


Ankhu was standing next to the king, dressed in his
finest regalia. He’d been put in charge of today’s ceremony because he’d caught
the men robbing Hetepheres’ tomb, and so had the place of honor. He planned to return
to Nekhen and officially take up his duties a few days after the burial. Sakaherka
and Kemtet and Senu and Satamun were still there, busily carrying out his
orders in his absence. It had been ineffably sad for me to bid them goodbye. I’d
never see any of them again. I expected to spend whatever remained of my life
on my delta estate, a virtual prisoner, until the day of my inevitable
discovery, when I’d be executed.


The barque was crowded with officials and members of
King Khufu’s extended household. Ankhu’s brothers and sisters and cousins and
uncles were mostly ignoring him. They were extremely displeased by his promotion
to chief of a region and eventually Overseer of the South. He’d jumped the
majority of them in status in an extraordinarily short time. Sitba was aboard
too; the few times I’d encountered her she’d passed me by without speaking.
What would the point have been? Her triumphant smile and sparkling eyes
proclaimed her victory far better than words.


The vessel containing grave goods closely trailed the
royal barque, highly guarded, Ahmes aboard. Next came a virtual flotilla of
craft of every shape and size, carrying officials and their families from the
length of the valley. No one with any status at all was about to miss the
upcoming ceremony. Craftsmen and farmers and workmen and priests had been
trekking overland to Giza for days, one of Vizier Hemiun’s overseers had
reported after traveling to Dahshur from Giza to meet us. They, and practically
every resident of the pyramid workers’ village and Akhet Khufu were, he said,
already camped on both sides of the Ceremonial Way from the shore beside the harbor
to the wall surrounding King Khufu’s pyramid, securing places along the route
of the upcoming procession. Practically no work on the pyramid was getting done
this week.


Half an hour after we set out, oarsmen rowed us into
the canal leading to Giza’s harbor. The overseer hadn’t been exaggerating; there
was virtually no unoccupied space on either bank or around the harbor itself. We
landed beside the quay that serviced the Valley Temple. The Greatest of
Craftsmen Meryptah and Greatest of Seers Iryiry were waiting for us in front of
that still incomplete structure, accompanied by a bevy of priests. A cloud of
incense was rising from half a dozen temporary offering tables. The barque
containing the grave goods docked at the adjacent quay. Waiting porters secured
both vessels to mooring posts with thick ropes. Guards immediately swarmed from
the vessels to protect the quays. The rest of the flotilla landed at unoccupied
quays and the boats’ occupants disembarked and rushed towards the offering
tables to witness the upcoming ceremony. 


The royals descended the gangplank and crossed the
quay to shore and spread out in a line facing the priests along the entire front
of the temple, the two groups separated by the tables and a wooden sledge.
Khufu settled on a throne between the two high priests. Ahmes hurried up the
gangplank of the royal barque to direct the porters who were carrying the sarcophagus
down the ramp and across the quay to the temple. They staggered under its
weight. They set the sarcophagus atop the sledge. Had the temple been
completed, and had this been Heterpheres’ first burial, her sarcophagus would
have been taken inside the temple and her body would have been removed and
stood against a wall for the Opening of the Mouth ceremony. But, luckily for
those of us who knew the sarcophagus was empty, that had been done years ago at
Dahshur. Instead, the high priests performed a modified ceremony, taking turns
making offerings to various gods on alabaster tables next to the sledge. The
ceremony took the better part of an hour.


I didn’t see any of it. I was nearby, at the end of one
of the quays, twenty yards from the row of harbor warehouses, a dozen paces
from Ahmes. He was overseeing the unloading of grave goods at the foot of a
gangplank. The king had asked me to individually bless each object to counter
the desecration of the tomb robbers. The porters doing the unloading had been
Papa’s best in the years he’d been overseer at the harbor, men Ahmes knew he
could trust not to steal anything. As they offloaded and carried individual
items and containers to the end of the quay, I touched each with my talisman
and whispered a prayer. Then the porters carefully carried the heaviest and
bulkiest items to wooden sledges lined up in front of the warehouses and set
them down and secured lengths of linen over them, closely watched by guards who
were simultaneously keeping spectators at bay. Porters delivered the lighter
smaller goods close by, where overseers were assigning them to a virtual army
of young women and men who’d carry them to the tomb. Musicians were waiting restlessly
in the shade of one of the warehouses along with a large number of professional
mourners, both women and young girls. King Khufu was sparing no expense on this
burial. Girls were circulating among all of us with jars of water; the day was
beastly hot. Once we started moving up the Ceremonial Way, with the sun
reflecting off the white limestone, we’d be even hotter. I’d be glad for the
leather sandals I was wearing then. I glanced at the causeway, rising from the
bottomlands to the lip of the high escarpment a quarter mile to the west. It was
lined on both sides more than ten people deep, to the point where it reached
chest height as it climbed. I supposed there’d be similar crowds on the plateau
where the causeway wasn’t yet hidden from view by walls and roof. The royals, as
they walked the Ceremonial Way, would be trailed by servants carrying
sunshades; there’d be no relief from the sun for spectators. Or me.


The ceremony at the Valley Temple ended. The men in
charge of Hetepheres’ sledge took up thick ropes and dragged it along the edge
of the harbor to the beginning of the Ceremonial Way, then up that limestone roadway
towards the distant pyramid. The men were used to hauling blocks of stone
weighing two and a half tons or more up the side of the pyramid every day; the
sarcophagus was far lighter, though here at the beginning the slope of the
causeway was slightly greater than that of the construction ramp. Girls with
jars of water wet the dust–covered stone in front of the sledge so it would
slide more easily. Still, it made a horrible racket as the men dragged it. The
high priests and their subordinates walked slowly behind the sledge, heads
shaved and kilts brilliant white, incense still rising. One led an ox to be
sacrificed as part of the burial ceremony. Then came a troupe of female
musicians beating drums and ivory clappers, chanting ancient songs. Behind them
were numerous women wearing only wrinkled unkempt skirts, followed by an equal
number of young girls wearing only girdles – professional mourners. All were
throwing dirt on their hair and wailing and ululating while tears and makeup
ran down their cheeks. Next came the royals and members of the king’s household
and courtiers and high officials. I walked beside Kauit, at her request, so I
could explain to her what was happening. Behind the last of the mourners came
the sledges containing unwieldy furniture and wooden chests and alabaster
containers and vessels of metal and clay, dragged by crews of pyramid workmen. Those
sledges also scraped loudly on the limestone. At the end of the cavalcade came individuals
carrying smaller objects – women balancing bundles of food offerings on their
heads with one hand, more carrying armloads of flowers, men hauling reed
baskets or leather pouches or wooden items. I noted gleams in many spectators’
eyes; how could they not lust after the treasures just feet away? And they
couldn’t even see the gold leaf and inlays of precious stones that I’d actually
touched, now hidden beneath linen coverings. Ahmes’ guards flanked the entire
procession on both sides; he wasn’t going to allow anyone to dash onto the
causeway and seize something and melt back into the crowd. He moved up and down
the line constantly, scanning faces. Anytime he came near me I ducked behind
someone to shield myself from his view.


“What’s going to happen at the mortuary temple?” Kauit
asked as we gained the escarpment and entered the tunneled section of the
causeway. The tunnel was dim, lit by sunlight shining through the narrow slit
in the roof, considerably cooler than the open plateau.


“That’s where the earthly world and the otherworldly
residence of the dead, the tomb, intersect,” I replied, speaking loudly. The
enclosed tunnel amplified scraping sledge runners and echoing feet. “A priest wearing
a jackal mask will purify the sarcophagus with water while more priests burn some
of the food the girls are carrying as an offering. Porters will drag the sarcophagus
on its sledge to the excavated shaft and lower it with ropes to the bottom.
They’ll drag it to the burial chamber, the most protected part of the tomb. More
porters will lower the grave goods. I’ll be inside the whole time, blessing
items and helping arrange everything. While that’s going on priests will slay
the ox and you mourners will eat a funerary feast beside the mortuary temple.
The ox’s head and forelegs will be buried with Hetepheres.”


We reached the unfinished mortuary temple without
incident. The pyramid loomed high over our heads, partly–clad with Tura
limestone, its top still flat. In all the years I’d watched the pyramid rising I’d
never before seen it without men crawling over its sides or ramps like ants,
accompanied by shouts and groans and curses. The absence of movement and sound on
the pyramid and surrounding plateau was eerie. Sunlight glimmered on the
cladding, even though it hadn’t yet been smoothed. The pyramid was going to be
amazing when it was finished.


The high priests conducted another religious ceremony
at the mortuary temple. I saw none of it. Long before it started I hurried to
the top of the shaft that led down to the new tomb, a bit east of the foot of
the pyramid between the future location of three small pyramids that would hold
the bodies of Khufu’s wives and the future mastaba of Kawab and his wife. The king
intended to confuse future tomb robbers by making the site of his mother’s tomb
as obscure as possible. Limestone rubble was piled high around three sides of the
thirty–foot deep shaft, some of it detritus from construction of the adjacent pyramid,
some excavated from the shaft itself. Once all the grave goods were in place
men would fill the shaft with that rubble.


Workmen lowered me using a rope harness. I extricated
myself, then took a quick look around. A few men were already inside the tomb; they’d
set up blazing torches at regular intervals to supply light. The walls of the long
corridor were faced with Tura limestone, the blocks covered with a layer of
plaster but not decorated. A small side chamber near the foot of the shaft was
empty; it would soon hold the head of the ox slain for the funeral feast and
many beer jars. The burial chamber was at the far end of the corridor,
seventeen feet long and nine feet wide and barely high enough for Ahmes to
stand erect.


The most precarious part of the afternoon came at the
start, when the heavy sarcophagus was lowered into the shaft. The effort
required nearly one hundred workmen straining against long thick ropes, with
more inside the tomb guiding its landing. Luckily, the sarcophagus reached the
bottom of the shaft without incident. The king joined us in the tomb
immediately afterwards, along with the high priests. They, and Ahmes and Ankhu
and I, walked a few steps behind the porters as they dragged the sarcophagus to
the burial chamber. Once it was in place nearly abutting the wall of the
chamber we all crowded around. The king stared down at it for a long moment. I
held my breath, hoping he wouldn’t ask us to pry the lid off so he could gaze
on his mother’s linen–wrapped body one last time. Ankhu and I had rehearsed a
stratagem to distract him if he did. Fortunately, we didn’t have to employ it.


The high priests lit incense and prayed.


I touched the talisman to the sarcophagus one last
time and chanted – “Falcon God, watch over Hetepheres, Great of Scepter, Sister
and Wife of Sneferu – life, health, prosperity, justified – King of the Upper
Valley and Delta, Mother of King Khufu, the Follower of Horus, She Who is in
Charge of the Affairs of the Harem, the Gracious One Whose Every Utterance is Done
For Her, Daughter of the God’s Body.”


The priests covered her sarcophagus with flowers, then
drenched them and it with sweet–smelling resin. Afterwards, the high priests
returned to the shaft opening and workmen hoisted them to the surface to
participate in the funerary feast. Ahmes followed them up to oversee the lowering
of grave goods. 


It took hours. Workmen had to reassemble some of the
furniture once it was inside the tomb; the objects were wider than the shaft. A
few were too large to fit in the burial chamber at all and so were placed there
in pieces. In the rush to excavate the tomb someone had failed to take proper
measurements. Luckily, Khufu didn’t seem too upset. The shaft was hot and
stuffy and dusty and all of us were quickly drenched with sweat turned to mud.
Jars of water were lowered continuously, which I offered to the royals and
porters who were putting everything in place. The whole time we labored we
could dimly hear musicians playing and priests chanting and mourners crying
high above our heads, competing with the grunts of porters as they lowered
items by rope. Ahmes directed the operation from the top of the shaft, managing
both the porters and the guards watching over the grave goods and the
individuals carrying them. I waited at the bottom, accepting the goods and
performing a final blessing.


Ahmes first sent down the bulkiest items, carefully
padded and tied, followed by the smaller objects contained within reed baskets and
leather pouches. Khufu personally directed each item’s placement, assisted by
Ankhu. Workmen piled numerous jars and boxes between the wall and the head of
the sarcophagus. They rested a case of walking sticks and a curtain box and
curtain poles on its lid and slipped more curtain poles into the narrow space
between it and the wall. They lined a carrying chair and a bed and boxes
against the right–hand wall of the tomb, directly opposite the sarcophagus.
They placed boxes against its side, as well as the back of a low highly–decorated
chair. They filled the rest of the space with a canopic chest and a carrying
chair and a small throne, each of them magnificent, and baskets of small
objects and foodstuffs. As a basket filled with gold cups was lowered I couldn’t
help reflect on the skill and workmanship of the craftsmen who’d created them.
They were the equals of the men who quarried immense blocks of stone for the
king’s pyramid. The size of the objects and the scale of the enterprise
creating them set them apart from each other, yet they were all exquisite in
their own way, a legacy of fine craftsmanship handed down from father to son
from ancient times in this valley.


After the last object was in place Ahmes descended,
carrying in a leather pouch the bloody head of the ox slain for the funeral
feast, and its forelegs. He placed them in the small room set aside for  them.
Then we moved to the foot of the shaft to be hauled to the surface, King Khufu bringing
up the rear, walking backwards and sweeping the ground with straw to remove all
traces of our passage, just as Ankhu had when we’d restored Hetepheres’ original
tomb at Dahshur.


First the porters were lifted from the tomb, then the
king and Ankhu and Ahmes. I was the last to regain the surface, emerging from
the shaft into waning sunlight. I quickly divested myself of the rope harness.
The wind was blowing hot but nevertheless cooled my sweat–drenched body. My
skirt was filthy and adhered to my legs. I hurried away from the shaft and the
workmen gathered around its opening, for I wanted to put space between Ahmes
and me. Large stones were piled around three sides of the shaft. At Ahmes’
order I heard the first of them drop, crashing loudly to the bottom, followed
by more in rapid succession.


I went directly to the nearest girl holding a water
skin and drank greedily, then dumped what was left over my head and shoulders
and back and chest. I dried almost right away in the heat.


The procession reformed on the Ceremonial Way, in the
shade cast by the pyramid. Filthy, still hot, my hair straggly, I stood behind
the youngest of the royal daughters, alongside Maghrab. She was now officially
one of her sister’s ladies and so would live with her in the per’aa. Though not
for long, I suspected. She was twelve now, on the cusp of womanhood, exotic,
intelligent, growing prettier by the month. Men flirted with her constantly;
that she was a barbarian didn’t matter anymore, not since King Khufu had
married one. Her beauty, and the fact she was the sister of the king’s wife –
Kauit had revealed the truth after her marriage – assured Maghrab a fine future
as the wife of a high–ranking courtier. I knew Kauit would make sure Maghrab’s
husband was of Maghrab’s choice, not one forced on her.


As I waited for the priests to lead us down the Ceremonial
  Way towards the harbor I surveyed the Giza plateau for what I expected was the
last time. The Ceremonial Way was still deeply lined on both sides all the way
to the harbor. Not one person had left. An opportunity to see the entire royal
family twice in one day was too rare to pass up. Except for the sound of
thousands of conversations drifting towards us, the plateau was strangely quiet.
No overseers’ cries or workmen’s curses or scraping of stone over ground. The
harbor was filled with boats, all anchored, swaying or bobbing slightly,
pennants waving atop masts. The quarries and the pyramid were devoid of
movement. There’d never been a day like this since the start of construction and
never would be again. I closed my eyes, remembered. Had it been only six years
since the morning my life had changed so drastically? I’d been a seamstress
then. Papa had been alive. Kay too. The pyramid had stood half as high. The Ceremonial
  Way and valley and mortuary temples had been mere foundations. Only a couple
of mastabas had been erected in the western cemetery. I’d been in love with
Ahmes, and he with me. Since that day I’d been married to one man and given to
another and enslaved by a third, fought over, killed for. I’d borne and buried two
children. I’d watched a battle and cared for wounded and caught tomb robbers
and kept a traitor alive to expose a conspiracy. I’d murdered a man. Six years
ago I’d been planning to spend my life with Ahmes. Today he belonged to Sitba.
And I was alone.


Twenty–four hours from now my boat would bump against
the quay at what was now my estate in the delta. Uhemka would be patiently
waiting for the boat to arrive, as he did every day. He’d spot me on deck,
clearly surprised, then smile brightly and wave. I was going to need a husband
so I could bear a child to pass the talisman to. Uhemka was pleasant enough,
and kind, and intelligent. I supposed he’d do. If I decided I needed a husband.
One wasn’t required in order to have a baby. Djedu was proof of that. I hadn’t
loved Kay. I wouldn’t love Uhemka. I wouldn’t marry a courtier from Giza
either. I’d only loved one man in my life and I’d never love another. Because
of Ahmes, I’d never set foot in Giza again. I wouldn’t risk encountering him.
Seeing him, alone or with Sitba, would be too hard. I fingered the talisman, an
anchor now around my neck. I’d served the falcon god, as he’d required, and
then he’d tossed me aside, my deepest desire denied me. I was on my own now,
with only myself to rely on. A day from now Uhemka would welcome me home. Home!
I’d step from my boat into my prison.


I caught sight of a falcon, spiraling lazily far over
my head, over and over. Suddenly, it arrowed directly south, flying high,
following the river. I watched him until he faded from view. Was he mocking me?
Or was he, like the falcon that had led Aya to the talisman and then to the
lake that had saved her people, pointing me towards a new life? Did my destiny
lie in the South instead of the North? Was going to the delta a mistake? Was
the falcon actually the god, trying to guide me? Or was the falcon merely a
falcon, flying free, not sending me a message at all? How was I supposed to
know?


Musicians began to play and the procession moved
towards the harbor, led by the high priests and King Khufu. Only the professional
mourners and those who’d dragged or carried grave goods were missing. Behind us
rubble continued to drop noisily into the shaft. A trusted overseer was in
charge; Ahmes had turned his attention back to the royals, his job now to guard
the king and his family until they reached the per’aa.


The crowd pressed so close to the Ceremonial Way that
Ahmes’ guards had to physically force people to step back. Kauit was the chief
attraction, drawing more interest than even the king and his other wives. I
heard shouts of  “barbarian beauty!” and “Neith!” Kauit was glorying in the
attention. The women of the king’s household were not. Only Sitba didn’t seem
to care. She looked incredibly happy. And why not? She had a brand–new husband,
one she’d chosen, a man who was now one of her father’s most important
courtiers. A man who could have been mine if I hadn’t given him away.


We were halfway to the harbor when a man suddenly dashed
out of the crowd and jumped onto the Ceremonial Way and lowered his shoulder into
the midsection of a guard walking next to me and sent him flying and seized my
arm and jerked me off the causeway. I was too surprised and shocked to resist. I
tumbled off the limestone roadway and fell heavily on all fours in the dirt,
then rolled, bloodying knees and elbows and scraping my right shoulder. My
assailant bent and grabbed me around the waist and half–lifted me and tucked me
under his right arm and hauled me into the crowd. I twisted and caught a glimpse
of his face. Ak! Impossible! He was alive! I hadn’t killed him. He’d survived
my blow. An ugly white scar marred the side of his head from crown to jaw.


“You’re going to pay for what you did to me!” Ak
screamed into my ear. He was wading through the crowd now, scattering startled
bystanders, shoving anyone who blocked his path out of the way with his left
hand. I struggled, pounded him with clenched fists. I was no match for his
strength. He was gripping my waist so tightly I could hardly breathe.


“Ahmes!” Maghrab screamed from the causeway behind me,
her voice sounding very far away.


Curses and irate shouts rose from the crowd around us.
Ak pushed forward rapidly, viciously elbowing men and women aside with his forearm,
nearly tripping once or twice. We finally broke through the last of the
spectators, emerged onto open plateau. Ahead of us lay broken terrain and the
distant river, the plain drenched in gold by the setting sun. Ak let loose a
triumphant cry, took a few steps. Then, suddenly, he and I were both on our
backs on the ground, looking up at Ahmes. Ak was spitting blood and teeth. I
rolled away from him, ignoring the pain stabbing at arms and legs and back and
shoulder, half–rose to my feet.


Ahmes raised me up and held me close, staring at Ak
over my shoulder. I broke into tears from shock and terror. Exactly what I’d
feared for so long. My crime had caught up to me. Ak being alive wouldn’t
change anything. He’d accuse me of killing Waty and trying to kill him. With
his scar for evidence who’d doubt him? I was going to be hauled away in disgrace
in front of people I loved. I was going to be executed. That had been the falcon’s
message. It was quite clear now. Tonight my ka would travel south, with him, to
Nekhen, his ancient home. What better place for the ka of the last talisman
bearer to spend eternity?


“Let go of my property!” Ak snarled at Ahmes, wiping
blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. He rose to a crouch, eyes
glittering. He was a bully who’d always gotten his way and so didn’t fear Ahmes.
I could see he relished the opportunity to put a high and mighty official of
the king in his place. Spectators formed a semicircle behind Ahmes and me,
facing Ak, those who’d been shoved aside shouting or screaming angrily at him. The
rest chattered loudly to whoever was standing next to them. Ahmes turned me
loose and moved between me and Ak, protectively.


“So, Ak, we meet again,” Ahmes said disparagingly,
crossing his arms.


“She tried to kill me!” Ak bellowed. He pointed to his
scar, turned slowly back and forth so everyone gathered around could see.


A murmur rolled through the crowd. Suddenly, every person
near us dropped to their knees. I looked over my shoulder. Ankhu and Kauit and
Sitba were passing through the spectators, towards us, following two guards who
were roughly clearing their way with lowered lances. Of course Sitba would have
to be present to witness my downfall. A final triumph for her. A final
humiliation for me.


“Did you try to kill this man?” Sitba asked me coldly,
inserting herself between me and Ahmes’ back.


I lowered my eyes. I was a dead woman. “He’s my
cousin, Majesty. My uncle had just given me in marriage to an old man, Waty. Ak
waylaid us on the way to Waty’s farm. He killed Waty, then grabbed me. I hit
him with the same rock he’d used to kill Waty, to escape him. I wasn’t trying
to kill him. But I did run away because I thought I had.”


“Ah… your secret,” Sitba told me knowingly.


The secret that had made Ahmes hers.


“Maetkra told me what she’d done, that night at
Nekhen, Sitba,” Ahmes told his wife over his shoulder, his eyes not leaving Ak.


His wife.


The procession on the causeway had halted, everyone in
it attracted by the commotion. Courtiers and members of the king’s household were
craning their necks, trying to see what was happening. I’d never live down the
shame of this moment. In the brief time I had left to live.


“Is Maetkra telling the truth?” Ankhu angrily demanded
of Ak.


“Pardoning Your Majesty, but this is a family matter,”
Ak sneered, puffing out his chest, as if he somehow had the right to treat a
son of the king as an equal. “This girl is my blood. I clothed and fed her for
years and she needs to start paying me back for what I’ve spent on her keep.”
He looked defiantly at Ankhu. “I demand that Your Majesty give me
justice!” he crowed triumphantly.


“Ak has no claim on Maetkra, Majesty,” Ahmes told
Ankhu calmly. “His father ‘cared’ for Maetkra, not him. A man your father
executed for stealing from your grandfather’s cult. Ak was complicit in Maetkra
being treated like a slave. She’s Kay’s widow. She doesn’t belong to Ak or
anyone else. Maetkra’s life is her own. Besides, Majesty, she’s a priestess of
Hathor, confirmed by your father the king himself – life, health, prosperity.
And blessed by the falcon god.”


“Very good points, Ahmes,” Ankhu cheerfully agreed.


“She just admitted she tried to kill me!” Ak exclaimed,
incredulous, throwing his arms wide. “You can’t let her get away with it!” His
eyes narrowed. “You must restore maat!”


An irrefutable point. My life was over. I bowed my
head, too ashamed to look Ankhu in the eyes. “I accept your judgment, Majesty.
Do to me what you must. I’m sorry I’ve put you in this position. I don’t blame
you for doing your duty.” A sob escaped my lips. “You have to restore maat to
the valley.” Tears began streaming down my cheeks. I was going to be executed. I’d
always known that would be my fate. I’d hoped to have more years of freedom,
children, a man to love... My legs suddenly wouldn’t bear my weight, now that
what I’d imagined so often was about to happen. Ankhu caught me as they buckled.


“He’s clearly a brute, Brother,” Sitba interjected
cheerfully. “I’m sorry Maetkra didn’t kill him.”


I stared at her through my tears in disbelief, in
Ankhu’s embrace. Had Sitba really just taken my part? My rival? Why not? Now
that she’d won Ahmes from me she could afford to be magnanimous.


“I agree, Sister. Guards!” Ankhu cried.


The nearest one swiftly moved to his side. The one Ak
had bowled over. His elbow was bleeding and he was furious.


“Seize this man and bind him. Send him on the next
caravan to the copper mines in the Sinai.”


“Make sure the overseer of the mines knows he’s to be
worked as hard as possible,” Kauit added sternly. “For however long he remains
alive.”


“No!” Ak cried as guards pinned his arms behind him.
He struggled to free himself. “You can’t!”


“I most certainly can!” Ankhu thundered, raising his
staff of office high. “You’re guilty of murder!”


Three guards dragged Ak away, cursing and screaming, scattering
dust.


I sank to the ground, overcome, sobbing, my cheek
pressed against Ankhu’s calf. Was it true? Had I escaped death? I felt a hand
on my shoulder and Kauit bent low. “It’s over, Maetkra. You’re free of him now.”


“Please look after her, Majesty,” Ahmes asked Kauit. “I
need to make sure everyone in the king’s household reaches the per’aa safely.”
He also bent. “I’ll be with you as soon as I can, Maetkra.”


Ankhu lifted me to my feet and Kauit wrapped an arm
around my shoulders and led me through the crowd to the Ceremonial Way. I was
shaking and sobbing, both from release and happiness. A moment ago my life had
changed forever. Ak was alive! I hadn’t killed him! I wasn’t a murderess! That
was the wall that had stood between Ahmes and me. In an instant it had crumbled
to dust. I was free! Free to be with Ahmes.


But it had crumbled too late.


I loved Ahmes. He loved me. He’d told me so at Nekhen,
told me my secret didn’t matter whatever it was. But I’d made it clear he
should move on. I’d already rejected him a dozen times before that night. So he
had moved on. Finally. He belonged to Sitba now. Even though I was now free of
Ak I could never have Ahmes. I wanted to be sick. I’d done this to myself. Oh,
why had I walked away from Ahmes at Nekhen instead of accepting his assurance
we could face the future together? I wanted to climb to the top of the pyramid
and throw myself off. I wanted to jump in the harbor and drown myself. I wanted
the pain washing over me in waves to stop. But I wouldn’t, and it wouldn’t. I
knew I was going to carry longing for Ahmes, and regret, and emptiness in my
heart for as long as I lived. Ahmes hadn’t chosen Sitba. I’d chosen her for
him. I’d pushed him into her arms. I was such an idiot.


The procession ended at door of the per’aa. The royals
quickly dispersed, most casting inquiring or pitying glances at me. I bid Kauit
goodbye, holding back my tears, told her I’d wait outside for Ahmes. But I didn’t.
I couldn’t bear to see him again, not after I’d thrown him away needlessly, not
after I’d embarrassed myself and by association him in front of our friends and
his wife. Without a backwards glance I walked to the harbor in the gathering
darkness. The harbor where I’d met Ahmes and had fallen in love. I didn’t even
take time to bathe the filth and blood from my body. I boarded the boat that would
in the morning carry scrolls from Giza to what was now my estate in the delta and
entered the pavilion and ordered the two serving girls to unroll the mats on its
sides to hide me from view. Then I lay on the deck and curled into the fetal
position and covered my face with my hands and cried until I could cry no more.


After that, drained mentally and spiritually and
physically, lulled by the gentle rocking of the boat, I tried to fall asleep. For
hours. I couldn’t. I couldn’t stop replaying the day’s events over and over in
my mind. Regret denied me peace. Then I heard footsteps on deck. I tensed. I
prayed it wasn’t Ahmes. I couldn’t face him. Now or ever.


“Maetkra?”


A surprise. Ankhu. “Majesty?” I slowly sat up.


He slipped inside the pavilion, a dark shadow in the
darkness, sat down across from me.


I couldn’t see his face, nor he mine.


“You disappeared before I could tell you goodbye,” he accused.


“I was too humiliated and embarrassed after what
happened, Majesty. I didn’t want to see anyone. I’m leaving for my estate in
the delta at first light.”


“Can’t stand Giza, because of Ahmes and Sitba?”


“No, Majesty.”


“I’m leaving for Nekhen at dawn. For the same reason.”


“How did we come to this?” I asked plaintively.


“Either, as you said at Nekhen, the falcon god
intended all along for Kauit to marry my father, which meant I had to bring her
to the valley from the Sinai, and you had to go through everything you went
through to meet her on the expedition, and make her that dress, and had to lose
Ahmes because of Ak – or sheer bad luck,” Ankhu replied. “I have no idea which.”


“Neither do I.”


Ankhu sighed heavily. “One good thing came out of this
mess. I got to know you, Maetkra. You’re someone worth knowing.”


“It’s been my pleasure serving you, Majesty,” I said. “Thank
you.”


“For what?”


“For what? I owe you my life! When Ak seized me I
thought I was going to be executed. I’ll never forget how you took my part over
his.”


“As justice demanded,” Ankhu said. “And, frankly,
selfishness on my part.”


“Selfishness?”


“The more I think about being in charge at Nekhen, and
then ruling the entire South, the more nervous I get, Maetkra.”


“How can that be, Majesty?” I protested. “You’ve led
two very successful expeditions on your father’s behalf. You’ve commanded men. You’ve
fought. You’ve ferreted out traitors. You’ve captured tomb robbers.”


“I’m not very smart, Maetkra,” Ankhu said self–deprecatingly.
“I lack common sense. I leap to conclusions. I have a difficult time weighing
different sides of an argument and determining which is stronger. I’m
impulsive. I rush towards glory. I choose friends poorly. I succumb to
flattery. All weaknesses. I have many more beyond those. You’ve been around me long
enough to know I speak truly.”


I started to object. He stopped me.


“The barbarian expedition was successful because of
Ahmes, despite me. The second expedition was successful because of Ahmes and
Kauit and Sakaherka and Senu – and you. All of you covered for me.”


“The leader gets the glory,” I replied.


“Undeservedly,” Ankhu said frankly.


“That you recognize your weaknesses is the first step
to overcoming them, Majesty.”


“Maybe. As I said, I’ve been thinking a lot about
ruling, Maetkra. I don’t even know where to begin.”


“You’ll figure it out, Majesty. You’re a good man –
friendly, caring, just. You have many fine qualities. You’ll try things. You’ll
learn from your mistakes.”


“That’s the thing, Maetkra. Father doesn’t tolerate
mistakes. I must rule Nekhen as chief flawlessly from the very first day, or he’ll
never promote me to Overseer of the South.”


“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.


“You ran a very large estate, Maetkra. You know how to
lead people. You envisioned workshops, then created them. You know how to negotiate.
You’re empathetic. You’re caring. You’re smart. You know how to get things
done. I want you to come with me to Nekhen, to help me rule.”


A completely unexpected and complicated offer. “Majesty…”


“I wouldn’t expect you to hide in the background, either,”
Ankhu interrupted. “You’d rule at my side in the audience hall, visible,
important.”


“What would your father say, or the people of Nekhen?”
I scoffed. “Some commoner presiding alongside you as counselor…”


“They wouldn’t say anything if you were my wife.”


I was speechless. Was Ankhu serious? Me and him,
married?


“You love Ahmes. I love Kauit,” Ankhu said hurriedly. “That’ll
never change, for either of us. We’re not each other’s first choice. We’ll
probably never fall in love. Ours would be a marriage of convenience, but aren’t
most anyway? I hope you find me at least tolerable, maybe even like me a
little.”


“I like you very much, Majesty,” I assured him.


“There are advantages and drawbacks to being my wife,
I realize, some of them major. You’re the only one who can decide if one outweighs
the other. I can’t force you to marry me, Maetkra, and I won’t try. The facts
are these: I need help running Nekhen. You have the ability. Plus, I need an
heir and you need one to pass your talisman to. A marriage of convenience it
might be, but I think it would benefit us equally.”


I didn’t even know how to begin sorting through the jumble
of thoughts racing through my head. Marriage? Shared rule? Tremendous
responsibility? Member of the king’s household? Children? So much more. “You
don’t really need me, Majesty,” I argued. “You underestimate your abilities.
You’ve changed in the months since I first met you. You’re more humble. You’ve
learned from Kauit and Ahmes. Your instincts are good. You just need to trust
them. Besides, you’ll have Sakaherka to help you. He’s a very smart scribe.”


“Not half as experienced at and capable of the things
you do so well, Maetkra.”


“I have my estate and workshops to oversee.”


“Doesn’t a scribe do that for you now? You can visit
as often as you like. I’m not asking you to give anything up. You’ll be wealthy
in your own right.”


My mind was whirling. “This is totally unexpected,
Majesty. And overwhelming.”


“Suppose you’re right, Maetkra. Suppose I really can
rely on myself to rule. But who am I supposed to talk to in the middle of the
night when I’m so lonely and empty I can’t sleep? Who’s going to comfort me
then? Who besides you can possibly understand my sorrow, the regret that eats
at me every minute of every day, without ceasing? Who’s going to force me out
of bed when I can’t stand the thought of facing the world?” I felt him lean
close. “Who’s going to be there for you, Maetkra, on your estate in the delta,
when you’re feeling exactly those same things?”


I hadn’t the slightest idea. I supposed I’d live out
my days in loneliness and sorrow, with no one to truly comfort me. Not even
Djedu. True, she’d lost Kay to his wife, just as I’d lost Ahmes to Sitba, but
she’d continued to be with Kay for decades afterwards, until she’d decided to
give him up after my marriage to him. My estate was going to be my prison. Just
as Nekhen would be Ankhu’s.


“Your eyes shone in Nekhen, Maetkra,” Ankhu said. “Energy
emanated from you, excitement, something I can’t even put into words. You
practically glowed with a holy light. Nekhen is the home of your god. It’s the
ancestral home of your family. You belong there. I think deep within your heart
you know that.”


I recalled the falcon I’d seen arrowing south a few
hours ago. Had that indeed been his message, that I belonged in Nekhen? To help
rule it, as a member of the king’s household? Was Ankhu his instrument to take
me there? As he’d been the god’s instrument to bring Kauit to the valley, and I’d
been his instrument to make her the king’s wife? Had the god not abandoned us
after all, once we’d carried out his will? Was our being together the god’s
reward for us doing what he’d commanded of us? Was our destiny to live together,
in the town sacred to him? Nekhen would indeed be a new start for me, as Ankhu had
said, a fresh start. And Ankhu was right – I did need an heir to pass the
talisman to. A few hours earlier I’d decided to settle for Uhemka as his or her
father. Ankhu was far from objectionable. Maybe I’d even come to care for him
eventually if I accepted his offer. Or not.


Ankhu rose. “I’ve thrown a lot at you tonight, Maetkra,
probably unfairly. But I’m desperate. I hope you’ll come to my barque in the
morning and travel south with me. If not, I wish you well, and someday
happiness. May your god watch over you and guide you all the days of your life.”
He pushed aside the mat to exit the pavilion. Moonlight illuminated his face. “I
really hope you’ll join me.”


I didn’t sleep what remained of the night. A while
after Ankhu disembarked I freed myself of the confining pavilion and sat in the
bow of my boat, the night breeze softly caressing my body, the moon shining on
the Giza plateau and harbor and villages and temple and pyramid, lighting them
with an unearthly glow.


Delta or Nekhen? I played the two over and over in my
mind.


The delta estate was mine to command with no one to
contradict me. I’d control great wealth. I’d live in luxury, waited on by
countless servants dedicated to my happiness. I’d have two royal workshops to
generate influence for me in the king’s household – a third, if I added
dressmaking. I had friends among the weavers. Djedu and her family loved me.
Most of the overseers respected me. But I’d share my estate with the ghosts of
Kay and Nebit. And Ahmes. I’d never be free of any of them. Or memories of the
events that had shaped our lives there.


Nekhen was my ancestral home and sacred to the falcon
god. I was his priestess now, as well as the bearer of his talisman. The
spirits of my ancestors stalked that town. Sakaherka and Kemtet and Senu and
Satamun loved me and were my friends. Ankhu would anchor me. As I would him. His
offer to share power with me, to rule at his side, had been sincere. I’d have
influence at Nekhen, but not complete independence as I would on my estate. And
I wouldn’t be divorced from the ghosts of the past at Nekhen either. Could I
live there, could I enter Horus’ shrine day after day, knowing it’s where I’d
given Ahmes away forever?


I mulled the delta and Nekhen for hours, sitting in
the bow of my boat, my hair twisting in the gentle breeze, straining to hear
the voices of my ancestors in the sound of water lapping against my vessel,
hoping they’d tell me what to do. I’d lived my entire life guided by a dream
sent me by the falcon god, every step, every action, every heartbreak in
service to him. Now I was on my own, with no dream to guide me. My future was
mine to decide. For the very first time.


As the first hint of rose touched the eastern horizon
I made my choice.


 


 


***


 


 


An hour later I stood alone in the bow as oarsmen
rowed from the harbor into the canal. The sun was well above the eastern
plateau, bathing the valley in golden light. The river had long since come to
life. Vessels were traveling in both directions, those going north drifting
lazily, those headed south driven by the wind, their white sails like the wings
of great birds. Loaded cargo boats were lined up just outside the canal, their
captains pacing back and forth, impatient to enter the harbor to make their
deliveries. Dozens of punts were drawn up on the riverbank east of Akhet Khufu.
Some fishermen were gutting fish at water’s edge, others carrying their cleaned
catch in baskets towards nearby kitchens. Porters and scribes and overseers
were swarming the warehouses at harbor’s edge, and the quays of boats newly
landed, the porters staggering under their burdens. Men and women were hurrying
through the streets of Akhet Khufu, headed towards the workshops where they’d
toil all day. More workers were spilling from the gate of the worker’s village,
the women bound for Akhet Khufu, the men to harbor and quarry and pyramid.
Cries came, some distant, some near. Columns of smoke spiraled into the sky
from kitchens and workshops and quarries. High above the bustle and commotion,
golden in the morning light, loomed the great unfinished pyramid, King Khufu’s
eternal home, the focus and purpose of everything and everyone in the entire
valley.


My boat exited the harbor. I glanced north. My estate was
half a day’s travel distant. My estate –
granted me by King Khufu, one no one would ever take from me again. The thought
warmed me. The boat reached the middle of the channel. The steersman swung the
great steering oar.


I took a deep breath. Ahead
to my new life.


The sailors shipped their oars. The sail slowly
climbed the mast, then majestically billowed in the strong wind. I sensed
someone beside me and turned.


“I’m so very glad, Maetkra,” Ankhu said, taking my
hand.
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